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ABSTRACT
A Delphi Study of the Most Effective Actions Taken by Rural Superintendents in
California to Improve Achievement for English Learners
by Diana M. Jiménez
Purpose: The purpose of this Delphi study was to have rural school superintendents
whose districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for
English learners. In addition, it was the purpose to rate the effectiveness of the identified
actions, and to describe the best methods for implementing the five most effective actions
identified from the ratings.
Methodology: This study employed a Delphi method, comprising three rounds to collect
data. In Round 1, participants were asked to identify what actions they have taken to
increase academic outcomes for English learners. In Round 2, the identified actions were
positioned in a Likert scale survey, and participants were asked to rate the effectiveness
of each action. In Round 3, participants were asked to describe the best methods of
implementing the five most effective actions.
Findings: Participants identified 32 actions to increase achievement for English learners.
The actions were then rated and ranked. The top five rated actions are: (1) purposeful
and deliberate use of English learner data for analysis, goal-setting, and progress
monitoring; (2) implement site-based coaching support for teachers; including lesson
studies; (3) establish vertically articulated English language development professional
development; (4) implement a language acquisition instructional model (such as GLAD);
(5) set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of integrated English
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language development instruction. Participants recommended 23 methods for
implementing the top five actions.
Conclusions: The study had two major conclusions. First, districts must establish a
culture of data discovery and data-driven instruction for goal-setting, monitoring of goals
and actions, and informed decision-making. Second, districts should prioritize the hiring
of instructional coaches with a strong understanding of English language development to
support English learner programs and staff professional development.
Recommendations for Action: Based on the findings from this study, five
recommendations for future research are provided to advance the collective knowledge
regarding increasing outcomes for English learners in rural school districts.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Thomas Friedman (2005, 2016), the three-time Pulitzer Prize winning author, tells
us that there are two things we definitely know about globalization: The world is flat and
it is fast. The systems we see around us are all interconnected: Financial systems,
technology, manufacturing, trade, transport, agriculture, etc. A dramatic shift in any of
these systems will cause economic reverberations across the globe. Furthermore, all of
these systems are generating information and operating at an accelerated speed given the
exponential advancements in technology. This flat and fast global economy is pushing
our government to reexamine and consider the ways our school systems are preparing a
workforce that will be ready to fully participate in a global job market.
At the national level, the U.S. Department of Education (2019) has fully
embraced the adoption by 45 states of the Common Core State Standards and their
connection to college-and-career standards as a way to ensure we are equipping students
for “global competiveness.” In turn, each of these adopting states works on policies,
guidelines, and incentives to move local educational agencies towards more
comprehensive and innovative college-and-career programs. At the local school district
level, each superintendent is charged with implementing the state’s academic standards
and policies while ensuring compliance with regulations and increasing student
outcomes.
The school superintendency is a very complicated and serious profession. It
requires political savvy and the ability to monitor and provide leadership for a host of
departments and programs (Kowalski, 2013). From school construction; athletics; union
contracts; personnel issues; professional development; assessment; etc., all programs and

1

services land on the superintendent’s desk. Furthermore, at the forefront of the
superintendent’s duties is the need for continued progress on student achievement to
ensure every student is college and career-ready (Augustine-Shaw, 2018).
Now imagine that you have all these responsibilities but in addition, you are the
superintendent in a rural diverse community where personnel and resources are few and
community partnerships with civic organizations are limited (Copeland, 2013; Rey,
2014). Like many rural school districts, your district also faces a high rate of teacher and
administrator turnover. Similar to other rural districts in California, over 70% of your
students are considered socio-economically disadvantaged, and well over 40% of your
students are English learners (Lavalley, 2018).
As a superintendent you are still charged with ensuring management and
oversight of all district programs and services but tending to the needs of a diverse rural
school community also means that it is your responsibility to understand the cultural
realities and the educational inequities confronted by the students and families you serve.
This is the daunting challenge faced by rural school superintendents all across California.
Background
School districts in America have evolved to become highly sophisticated
enterprises. In large districts, annual budgets can be upwards of $100,000,000 a year. At
the helm of school districts are superintendents who need highly complex leadership
skills in order to face the ever-changing demands of the job and constituencies. While
large urban and suburban districts are multifaceted and bureaucratic, rural districts also
face challenges that are complex and unique to their size and location (Rey, 2014). In
both large and small districts, urban and rural, superintendents in the 21st century must be
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able to lead teachers, students, parents and community stakeholders in a culturally diverse
environment. To better understand how rural superintendents can better lead in culturally
diverse environments, one must investigate the literature around superintendents,
leadership and cultural proficiency.
Superintendency
Being a school superintendent is an intricate and high-pressure job (Copeland,
2013; Kowalski, 2013). Superintendents need the ability to analyze a myriad of issues
through varied lenses (Tripses et al., 2013). Superintendents are expected to understand
school finance and budgets, strategic planning, transportation, management of human
capital, food services, curriculum, assessment, and a host of other programs, plans, and
services. Simultaneously, in addition to this laundry list of expectations, it is the
superintendent who is often seen as the catalyst and instructional leader who must also
address student achievement and close the achievement gap (Whitt et al., 2015).
Arguably, superintendents play a significant role in terms of improving
educational achievement (Allen, 2017; Hough, 2014). According to Forner et al. (2012),
who published an article on the impact of superintendents, expertise at the district level
directly impacts the quality of educational results. Numerous studies have also shown
that effective school superintendents do have a direct impact on increasing student
achievement (Waters & Marzano, 2006; Wright & Harris, 2010). Extending on the work
of Walters and Marzano (2006), Wright and Harris (2010), Whitt et al. (2015) published
an article that highlighted the important role of superintendents as organizational change
agents. They found that superintendents are in “the best position in the organization to
support instructional improvement that steers the organization toward real, sustainable
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improvement of student achievement” (p. 104). Furthermore, effective superintendents
are those who demonstrate with their influence, goals, and actions what it means to be
lead learners and directly participate in all areas of school improvement (Kowalski,
2013).
Education reforms across the United States and in California have redefined the
role of the superintendent. Superintendents are expected to lead change by engaging with
internal and external stakeholders (L. Björk et al., 2014; ECRA, 2010; Kruse et al.,
2018). In rural school communities, however, district superintendents often face
additional challenges in engaging stakeholders. Community expectations, norms, and
local traditions add another political layer that rural superintendents must navigate
through in order to move district initiatives forward (Dickson & Mitchell, 2014; Rey,
2014).
Rural Education
Rural education has been the bedrock of the American educational system since
before the founding of the nation (Canales et al., 2008). The beginning of the 20th
century brought with it interest in researching the state of public rural education.
Ellwood Cubbereley’s (1922) seminal work, Rural Life and Education: A Study of the
Rural-School Problem as a Phase of the Rural-Life Problem was one of the first
scholarly works that explored the specific issues surrounding rural education and how
rural communities shaped the superintendency. This seminal work shaped the first wave
of rural superintendency leadership research; the construct and impact of the
superintendent as the insider/outsider (McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018).
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Starting in the 1980s, rural school leadership research shifted to a focus on the
effect of superintendent longevity and the causes for high job turnover (Copeland, 2013;
McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018). These studies led to the development of the placeconscious model in order to understand the changing aspects of rural leadership and its
impact on student achievement (Gruenewald, 2003; Nespor, 2008; Rey, 2014). Placeconscious studies assert that rural leadership can increase outcomes for students when
they create a culture that is connected and in sync with community identity and when
school is repurposed to value community resources and its social capital (Budge, 2006;
Howley et al., 2005; McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018). While these studies focused on
the need for leadership of rural districts, leadership at the superintendency level is a
major contributor to a district’s success. Rural superintendents face a myriad of
challenges that are different from their counterparts in non-rural settings.
California Rural School Demographics
Since the mid-1980s many communities across the country, and certainly in
California, have experienced significant demographic changes (Lavalley, 2018). Our
communities and schools are now more linguistically and culturally diverse. In
California, out of the 6.2 million students enrolled in public schools (Ed-Data, 2019), just
over 75% of the students in California are students of color (DataQuest, 2018) and over
1.2 million students are classified as English learners (Ed-Data, 2019). Rural school
communities are no exception to these demographic changes. Out of the 977 school
districts in California, 329 of them are considered rural school districts (National Center
for Educational Statistics [NCES], n.d.). Interestingly, although only 5.8% of California
students attend rural schools (Glander, 2017), approximately 57.5% of rural students are

5

students of color (Lavalley, 2018) and 20% are English learners (Johnson et al., 2019).
Rural school communities can no longer be seen as homogenous groups.
Demographic changes have made policy-makers and educators aware of the need
to understand the dynamics of working with diverse student populations. Since the early
1990s culturally responsive pedagogy has been seen as a method for schools to address
the needs of minority students (Khalifa et al., 2016). Along with fostering culturally and
linguistically inclusive instruction and environments, educators and district leadership are
also accountable for understanding and analyzing assessment data in order to identify
instructional and performance gaps in student groups.
Accountability
The 2002 federal accountability mandate of No Child Left Behind (NCLB),
including its current iteration via the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), put a
spotlight on the need for states to analyze the educational outcomes of all students. The
difference in achievement among student groups is known as the achievement gap (R. G.
Smith & Brazer, 2016). Under ESSA, states are mandated to analyze and address
academic achievement disparities among student groups.
In California, academic, attendance, and school climate outcomes are reported
and available to the public via the California Data Dashboard. The Dashboard measures
year-to-year performance in a variety of areas including chronic absenteeism, academic
achievement (English language arts [ELA], math, science), English learner proficiency,
suspension rates, graduation rate, and college/career readiness. Regardless of the size or
location of a school district, under California ESSA’s state plan and the Local Control
Funding Formula (LCFF) legislation (California Department of Education [CDE],
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2021f), every district, urban to rural, is required to analyze and address progress on the
Dashboard indicators. Schools that fail to show year-to-year improvement on particular
student groups may be selected by the California Department of Education (CDE) for
Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) and Additional Targeted Support and
Improvement (ATSI).
The most current statewide data on the Dashboard demonstrates that there is a
significant achievement gap for minority students and English learners in the areas of
ELA and math achievement, chronic absenteeism, and suspension rates. Considering
these data and the diversity in schools, the task facing many school superintendents, who
are ultimately responsible for improving student achievement and closing the
achievement gap, is identifying a model or framework that can address cultural and
linguistic responsiveness, systemically analyze policies and barriers to achievement and
promote equitable outcomes for all students.
Dynamics of Teaching English Learners
The change in demographics across the United States and the focus on
accountability beginning in the 1990s has brought with it the need for cultural and
linguistic competence professional development in school systems (Lindsey et al., 2009).
In California, English learners are culturally and linguistically diverse. Over 17% of
California's 6.2 million K-12 students are English learners (CDE, 2021d). This figure is
significantly higher if we factor in pre-K students. According to a June 2020 brief by
Education Trust-West & California Association for Bilingual Education, the number of
children ages 0-5 who speak a non-English language at home is 60%. Furthermore, these
numbers represent well over 70 languages spoken in California schools (DataQuest,
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2021). Of equal importance are the characteristics that affect addressing the needs of
English learners. These include language ability, number of years as an English learner,
access to formal education, years of limited or interrupted schooling (Gottlieb, 2016)
academic achievement in English and/or primary language, socioeconomic status,
disability status, and parent support (Takanishi & Le Menestrel, 2017), just to name a
few.
The most current research on equity and linguistic responsive frameworks
(Calderon et al., 2019; Elfers & Stritikus, 2014; Fenner, 2013; Fenner & Snyder, 2017;
Linton, 2011; R. G. Smith & Brazer, 2016) tell us that the work of prioritizing the needs
of English learners by school leaders is imperative. In doing so, not only to understand
and address linguistic needs (the simultaneous cognitive lift of learning a language and
course content) but also to address broader system-wide issues regarding equity, access,
and achievement.
Rural Superintendent Leadership and Challenges
Rural superintendents face challenges that are unique to their location. Unlike
their urban and suburban colleagues, who often have more access to a wider array of
civic and government resources, rural superintendents face the challenges associated with
geographic isolation and inadequate resources (Rey, 2014). The lack of school and
community resources means that rural superintendents dedicate “a considerable amount
of time juggling budgets, services, and personnel” (Howley et al., 2014, p. 623). Rural
superintendents often have to do jobs that in larger districts would normally fall to
assistant superintendents or directors. The need to comply with more managerial tasks
means that rural superintendents must often sacrifice key instructional leadership time
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and put on hold instructional goals and objectives that are essential to increasing student
outcomes (Jones & Howley, 2009; McCormick, 2016).
Another factor that often impedes rural superintendents from focusing on
instructional leadership is the time spent negotiating and navigating community politics.
A review of the literature on rural superintendency points out that, overwhelmingly, rural
communities expect their superintendents to be active in both school and community
events (Copeland, 2013; Kamrath & Brunner, 2014; Rey, 2014). Rural superintendents
are expected to actively support civic and religious organizations, be on call day and
night (Rey, 2014), and play a “pivotal role in ensuring that schools address the interests
of families and other citizens” (Howley et al., 2014, p. 621). Correspondingly, in most
rural school communities, residents expect to have easy access to the superintendent’s
time and attention.
The need for rural superintendents to negotiate internal pressures and external
politics adds to the challenges of an already demanding job (Houston, 2001; Tekniepe,
2015). However, as demographics in rural districts have changed and schools have
become more diverse there is a compelling need for rural superintendents to reevaluate
which citizens are vying for their attention, which needs are addressed, and who gets a
seat at the table (McHenry-Sorber, 2014).
Statement of the Research Problem
In California’s rural school districts, students of color make up 57.5% of the
student population (Lavalley, 2018) and 20% of the students are English learners
(Showalter et al., 2019). During the 2018-19 academic school year, statewide only 40%
of Hispanic students and only 33% of African-American students met or exceeded
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standards on the ELA SBAC state assessment compared to 65% of White students (CDE,
n.d.). In the math assessment, only 28% of Hispanic students and only 20% of AfricanAmerican students met or exceeded standards compared to 54% of White students. By
comparison, English learners, who make up 19% of California’s student population, had
results that were significantly lower. On the ELA assessment, only 12.73% of English
learners met or exceeded standards. In mathematics, only 12.43% of students met or
exceed standards. These current data demonstrate that rural school districts continue to
face a chronic achievement gap that significantly affects minority students. The problem
is how best to address this chronic achievement gap in rural school districts.
While there is much recognition in rural education scholarship on the need for
district and school leadership to acknowledge and address the demographic shifts that
have occurred in rural communities all across the country (Ezzani, 2014; Houston, 2001;
McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018; Showalter et al., 2019), there is minimal research on
how rural superintendents are working towards improving outcomes and closing the
achievement for English learners. As McHenry-Sorber and Budge (2018) point out, the
“field remains anemic” (p. 1) as it relates specifically to research that addresses rural
superintendent leadership in districts with substantial linguistic diversity and academic
need.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this Delphi study was to have rural superintendents, whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard, identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for
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English learners, to rate the effectiveness of the identified actions, and to describe the
best methods for implementing the five most effective actions identified from the ratings.
Research Questions
The following research questions were developed to guide the study:
Round 1
1. What actions do rural superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard identify that
they have taken to improve academic achievement for English learners?
Round 2
2. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard rate the
effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
Round 3
3. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard describe the
best methods of implementing the five most effective actions identified in
Research Question 2?
Significance of the Study
This Delphi research study will investigate how rural school superintendents lead
their districts to improve outcomes for English learners and close the achievement gap.
The study is significant in the following three ways. First, findings from this study will
contribute to the body of research on rural education, specifically, the challenges faced by
rural superintendents when they take actions to improve academic achievement for
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English learners. Rural education literature suggests that rural superintendents are keenly
aware of the changing demographics in their districts (Canales et al., 2008) and the
challenges these shifts have brought. Although there is much research on how teachers
and principals help improve outcomes for English learners, there is minimal research on
the role of the rural superintendent to increase outcomes for English learners. This study
is significant because it will help broaden the discussion on how superintendents can be
responsive instructional leaders, regardless of the context in which they are leading.
Next, this study is significant because it will describe the specific actions and
strategies used by rural superintendents in guiding their districts in closing the
achievement gap for English learners. The results of this study can be used as a model
for strategic planning, including Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP)
development, and an equity-focused rural superintendent leadership development.
Last, the results of this study may also inform rural education partners, including
county offices of education and rural school organizations, such as the California Rural
Network about strategic ways to assist rural superintendents. Because rural schools often
have limited personnel, rural education partner organizations often provide much-needed
critical support to rural districts. The results of this study may inform these partner
organizations on the types of support rural superintendents may need in order to address
English learner needs and work with diverse rural communities.
Definitions
Academic language. Formal academic language needed to access academic
content, curriculum, and instruction.
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California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress. System of yearly
student assessments including Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium, and California
Science Tests. These academic assessments are required by the CDE for students in
Grades 3-8 and 11.
California accountability model & school dashboard. CDE accountability and
continuous improvement system. It provides data information about how local
educational agencies and schools are meeting the needs of California’s
students. Measures in the accountability system include chronic absenteeism, ELA
proficiency, math proficiency, English learner progress, and suspension rates. Unified
districts and high school districts have an additional measure: college and career
readiness indicator. The data dashboard graphically displays performance levels for each
measure. Blue is the highest level. It is followed by green, yellow, orange, and red. Red
is the lowest performance level.
Comprehensive support and improvement. Districts that receive Title I federal
dollars and have schools that meet specific criteria on the California School Dashboard
(low graduation rates and majority red indicators) must develop a specific plan on how
they will improve student outcomes at each identified school. This additional plan is
embedded in the district’s LCAP.
Designated English language development (ELD). Instruction provided during a
protected time in the regular school day for instruction on the state-adopted ELD
standards. During designated ELD, English learners develop critical English language
skills necessary for accessing academic content in English.
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Differentiated assistance. Developed and mandated by the CDE. The first step in
providing a mandated system of support to districts whose accountability data shows two
or more areas (or subgroups) in the red. In the accountability scale red indicates the
lowest performance. Mandated support system administered by county offices of
education.
English learners. A student identified via the initial home language survey as
someone who speaks a primary language other than English.
English language development. Instruction provided during a protected time in
the regular school day for instruction on the state-adopted ELD standards. During
designated ELD, English learners work toward developing English language skills
necessary to access academic content in English.
English language proficiency assessments of California. Assessment developed
by the CDE. These yearly assessments in the areas of listening, speaking, reading, and
writing are required by CDE for all English learners. These assessments measure
progress towards English proficiency.
English learner performance indicator. An indicator on the California School
Dashboard that measures progress toward English language proficiency.
Every Student Succeeds Act. Federal law that in 2015 replaced the NCLB policy.
ESSA is the main federal statute that governs K-12 education policy. Under ESSA, the
term limited English proficient was replaced with English learner (Barrow & MarkmanPithers, 2016).
Integrated English language development. Instruction in which the ELD standards
are used in concurrently with the state-adopted academic content standards.
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Local Control Funding Formula. School funding law adopted in 2013 and
administered by the CDE. LCFF targets consist of grade span-specific base grants plus
supplemental and concentration grants that are calculated based on student demographic
factors such as the percentage of students receiving free and reduced meals, the number
of English learners or foster youth.
Local Control Accountability Plan. Detailed school district-specific plan that
delineates how base grant funding, supplemental, and concentration funds are budgeted
and used. The plan is created by the district with stakeholder input. The LCAP must be
approved by each district’s local school board and then by the local county office of
education. Once approved by the local county office of education, the plan is then
forwarded to the CDE.
Long-term English learner. Classification given to English learners who have
been in English learner programs for more than six years.
Reclassification. The term reclassification refers to “the process whereby a
student is reclassified from English learner (EL) status to Fluent English proficient
(RFEP) status” (CDE, 2021a). There are four criteria for reclassification:
1. Overall Performance Level 4 score on the English Language Proficiency
Assessments of California.
2. Teacher evaluation. This is a locally determined evaluation process.
3. Formal parent consultation.
4. “Comparison of the performance of the pupil in basic skills against an
empirically established range of performance in basic skills based upon the
performance of English proficient pupils of the same age, which demonstrates
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whether the pupil is sufficiently proficient in English to participate effectively
in a curriculum designed for pupils of the same age whose native language is
English” (CDE, 2021a, Criterion 4 section). This criterion is locally
determined.
Rural district. District in a city or community rural in character, with a population
less than 25,000 and more than 15 miles from a metropolitan area.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to rural California school district superintendents whose
districts have shown academic improvement for two consecutive years as shown by the
English learner Progress Indicator on the California School Dashboard. For the purposes
of this study, rural school districts are districts in a city or community rural in character,
with a population less than 25,000 and more than 15 miles from a metropolitan area.
Organization of the Study
This research study includes five chapters, references, and appendices.
Chapter I presents the introduction of the study, comprising the background, research
problems, the purpose, research questions, and the significance of the study. Chapter
II contains a review of the literature on the superintendency, rural education,
California rural demographics, accountability, dynamics of teaching English
learners, and rural superintendent leadership and challenges. Chapter III outlines the
methodology including the research design, population, sample, and procedures for
data collection and analysis. Chapter IV summarizes the report of findings,
including analysis of the data. Chapter V provides the major findings, conclusions,
implications for the field, and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
This study sought to explore and identify key actions of rural superintendents for
increasing the academic achievement of English learners. The CDE codes sections 300,
305–306, 310–311, 320 and 335 address the instructional needs of English learners in a
transitional kindergarten setting.
The review of the literature began with a historical perspective of the
superintendency in the United States. After presenting an expansive overview of the
superintendency, the literature on rural education in the United States and, specifically,
California was explored. Next, California rural school demographics were examined to
understand student population shifts.
Subsequently, the current federal and California accountability systems are
discussed. The LCFF and the California School Dashboard which measures year-to-year
performance and achievement in a variety of areas including English learner proficiency
are described.
Next, the dynamics and needs of English learners are addressed. English learner
demographics, long-term English learners, English proficiency, the achievement gap, and
linguistic frameworks were analyzed. Lastly, the review discusses the conditions that
impact rural superintendent leadership and the challenges these create. A literature
matrix was created for identifying current research related to these topics. This research
is highlighted in Appendix A.

17

Historical Perspective of Superintendency
To understand the current expectations and challenges of the superintendency it is
necessary to review the evolving roles and responsibilities of the superintendent over
time (Kowalski et al., 2011).
First Superintendents: Mid-19th Century
The position of school superintendent was created during the late 1830s. In the
19th century, the shift from an agrarian economy to an industrial one, along with
expanding immigration from Europe, brought with it an increase in the population of
cities (Björk et al., 2014). The public school system was impacted by these economic
and demographic changes. The first district superintendents were male and
overwhelmingly Protestant (Tyack, 1976). These first superintendents saw themselves as
both educational and religious leaders whose responsibility it was to ensure their
communities’ priorities were respected and monitored (Tyack, 1976). In addition to
upholding religious and moral values, superintendents had two practical functions:
handling the day-to-day tasks of the district as delegated by the school board and function
as a “teacher-scholar” (Björk & Browne-Ferrigno, 2018, p. 187) teaching basic
curriculum and supervising instruction (Kowalski, 2005).
Late-19th Century to Early-20th Century
During the early 1900s to 1930, the industrial revolution was in full effect and
efficient economic factory models were widely adopted in the business and commercial
sectors and their acceptance had an impact on the expectations of the superintendent (L.
Björk et al., 2018; Kowalski, 2005). The superintendent’s role shifted to that of a
“business manager” focused on organizational responsibilities including: (a) personnel,
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(b) facilities management, and (c) budgeting, etc. (L. Björk et al., 2014; Kowalski, 2005).
His job was to ensure efficiency and productivity in the educational system.
Mid-20th Century
After the Great Depression, the superintendent’s role in boosting parent
engagement and embracing community and civic engagement became a priority (Tyack,
1976). The post-World War II period and the beginning of the Cold War period launched
new curriculum priorities for the country. A focus on science and mathematics
instruction took center stage (L. Björk, 2014). The superintendent was seen as the
“democratic leader” (Kowalski, 2005, p. 7) whose decisions, policy work, and political
presence were needed to create momentum for democratic ideals and ensure adequate use
of limited resources (Kowalski, 2005).
During the 1960s and 1970s, the larger societal issues such as desegregation and
equal rights further modified the role of the superintendent to that of an “applied social
scientist” (Kowalski, 2005, p. 9). A school superintendent must not only understand and
navigate political and instructional roles but also understand the social shifts changing the
country, the state, and the local community (L. Björk et al., 2014).
Late-20th Century
Beginning in the 1970s school districts were required to accumulate “an everwidening array of and increasingly finer-grained data. This information was
demographic and performance-based; it pertained to students, teachers, and aggregate
school performance” (L. G. Björk et al., 2018, p. 190) the goal was for superintendents to
use these data to make cogent decisions about how to improve schools, meet the needs of
all students and eliminate social inequalities (L. G. Björk et al., 2018). This data
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collection momentum helped launch the age of educational reform and high stakes testing
and accountability both from the federal and state governments beginning in the mid1980s (L. Björk et al., 2014). Since the launch of educational reform, the role of the
superintendent has been tightly interwoven with the responsibility to guide instructional
objectives and increase outcomes for students. The focus on test scores meant that
superintendents were now the districts’ designated “communicator[s]” (Kowalski, 2005,
p. 11). As the district’s lead communicator, a superintendent is charged with effectively
connecting and garnering support from the Board, administrators, teachers, parents, and
the community. Superintendents are expected to communicate a personal vision
regarding the district’s values, beliefs, goals, initiatives, and reform and shaping the
district culture (Kowalski et al., 2011).
21st Century-Today’s Superintendent
The five superintendent roles defined by the research of Kowalski (2005) include:
(a) teacher-scholar, (b) manager, (c) democratic leader, (d) applied social scientist, and
(e) communicator contextualize the evolution of the superintendency in America (see
Table 1).
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Table 1
Knowledge and Skills Associated with Superintendents: Role Conceptualizations
Role
Teacher-scholar

Pertinent Knowledge and Skills
Pedagogy; educational psychology; curriculum;
instructional, supervision; staff development; educational
philosophy.

Manager

Law; personnel administration; finance/budgeting; facility
development/maintenance; collective bargaining/contract
maintenance; public relations.

Democratic leader

Community relations; collaborative decision making;
politics.

Applied social scientist
Communicator

Quantitative and qualitative research; behavioral sciences
Verbal communication; written communication; listening;
public speaking; media relations.

Multi-Role

Motivation; organizational theory; organizational change
and development; leadership theory; ethical/moral
administration; technology and its applications;
diversity/multiculturalism; human relations.
Note. Adapted from “The School District Superintendent in the United States of
America,” by L. Björk, T. Kowalski, and T. Browne-Ferrigno, 2014. Educational
Leadership Facility Publications.

In the 21st century, the digital age, information-based economy and globalization mean
that superintendents must continue to evolve and adapt to function as “high performing
CEOs” (L. Björk et al., 2014, p. 14). To capture the core of the skills superintendents
need in the 21st century, L. Björk et al. (2014) added the role of multi-role. The multirole descriptor attempts to define and conceptualize not only the technical skills needed
but also the organizational and leadership knowledge and expertise necessary to lead a
diverse organization. The multi-role descriptor was modeled after the work from Hoyle,
et al. (2005) which described and synthesized the principles found on the Superintendent
Standards from the American Association of School Administrators (DiPaola & Stronge,
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2003) (see Figure 1). The roles of the school superintendent have changed for over a
century, but they have not disappeared. They have evolved in complexity and scope.
Figure 1
Superintendents Standards

Note. Adapted from “Superintendent Evaluation” by M. F. DiPaola and J. H. Stronge,
2003. Scarecrow Education, p. 79.
Roles and Responsibilities
The superintendent’s present-day role is that of a Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
(Meador, 2016). The skills necessary to undertake the role of CEO comprise a host of
skills and tasks including: (a) managing daily operations, (b) managing construction/bond
issues, (c) fiscal oversight, (Bird & Wang, 2011; Tripses et al., 2013), (d) long-range
planning, (e) instructional leadership, and (f) political leadership (Kamrath & Brunner,
2014).
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Superintendent and Board Relations
As the CEOs of their organizations, another of the superintendent’s primary roles
is Board and community relations. Superintendents report directly to school boards and
effective partnerships require that superintendents develop strong relationships with each
board member, keep the board apprised of district situations/events, create a strong
governance team, and make sound recommendations to the board (L. Björk et al., 2014;
Kamrath & Brunner, 2014; Meador, 2016).
Superintendent as Lead Communicator
As the face of the district, superintendents are also the organizations’ lead
communicators. They need to have the “ability to communicate effectively with both
internal and external stakeholders” (Antonucci, 2012, p. 38). According to L. Björk and
Kowalski (2005), 95% of the superintendents involved in a study noted that they were the
primary channel of communication about district issues between the board of education
and numerous community groups and agencies. Furthermore, superintendents are
expected to guide their districts through social and cultural change (Allen, 2017), win
support for district initiatives, and build community coalitions (Antonucci, 2012) while
simultaneously leading their districts’ public relations efforts.
Superintendent and Student Achievement
Superintendents play a crucial role in every aspect of the work in a district. In the
area of student achievement, superintendents have a significant impact (Allen, 2017;
Hough, 2014; Petersen, 2002; Waters & Marzano, 2006; Wright & Harris, 2010). The
work of Whitt et al. (2015) asserts that superintendents play a substantial role in
improving schools and increasing student achievement. Superintendents “must serve as
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the primary catalyst within the organization if districtwide student achievement outcomes
are to be improved and achievement gaps closed” (Whitt et al., 2015, p. 103). The
quality of administration expertise at the district level directly impacts the quality of
educational results for students (Forner et al., 2012).
Superintendent as the Instructional Leader
Instructional leadership has been defined as a combination of management,
curriculum improvement, and staff professional development (Crankshaw, 2011).
Effective superintendents cannot ignore their role in being the lead learners in their
districts and being directly involved in all areas of school improvement (Kowalski, 2013).
The work of Petersen (2002) identified five essential superintendent instructional
leadership traits necessary for instructional focus:


Articulation of an instructional vision.



Creation of an organizational structure that supports that vision.



Assessment and evaluation of personnel and instructional programs.



Organizational adaptation (p. 160).

Extending the work on the role of the superintendent as an instructional leader,
Waters and Marzano (2006) analyzed 27 studies on the influence of school district
leaders on student achievement. This meta-analysis identified six instructional leadership
traits of superintendents that have a substantial correlation to student achievement. These
traits are:


Collaborative goal-setting.



Non-negotiable goals for student achievement and instruction.



Aligning board support.
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Continuous monitoring.



Providing defined autonomy to principal.



Effectively utilizing resources (Waters & Marzano, 2006).

The study by Waters and Marzano (2006) illustrates the superintendent’s
influence on improving academic performance. Bird et al. (2013) describe the role of
superintendent as “the only job title with the positional authority to orchestrate the
intentional meshing of actors and script toward future improvement” (p. 37).
Elements that Foster Student Achievement
Improving student academic outcomes requires the successful implementation of
meaningful school reform. In a school district, the prime catalyst for that meaningful
reform is the superintendent (Forner et al., 2012). One of the qualities of effective
superintendents is their ability to motivate others and get them to buy into their vision
(Petersen, 2002). According to Davidson and Butcher (2019), superintendents who are
instructionally effective in their districts have strong communication skills, “exhibit high
moral and ethical leadership” (p. 63), manage administrative tasks well, and make time to
reflect on their leadership practices. Superintendents who honed these skills create
environments of trust, which allowed staff to buy into their vision for academic
improvement.
According to L. Björk and Kowalski (2005), 40% of superintendents say their
school boards expect them to be the instructional leader of the district. This expectation
coupled with new education reforms in the United States, and specifically California,
means that superintendents are expected to lead change while building a broad coalition
of stakeholders to support and embrace change initiatives.
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This type of engagement and decision-making with stakeholders requires that
superintendents be open to new ideas regarding the flow of communication and
team/capacity building. To build effective teams superintendents must be willing to
spend “time and effort exploring, shaping and agreeing on a purpose that belongs to them
both collectively and individually” (L. Björk et al., 2014, p. 197). Superintendents who
moved away from the top-down model of leadership and actively engaged and led their
teams in new learning saw significant gains in student learning (Dickson & Mitchell,
2014).
Rural Education
Rural education has been at the core of public education since before the founding
of our nation (Canales et al., 2008). The definition of a rural district varies from agency
to agency. The U.S Census Bureau uses five classifications to define rural by geographic
features, population, and residual features (Arnold, 2007). Taking information from the
Census Bureau, the National Center for Educations Statistics (NCES) uses multiple
definitions and three classification systems (fringe, distant and remote) to identify rural
schools and districts (Arnold, 2007). The definitions for rural classifications are:


Fringe. A rural territory that is less than or equal to 5 miles from an urbanized
area, as well as rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 miles from an
urban cluster.



Distant. A rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or equal to 25
miles from an urbanized area, as well as rural territory that is more than 2.5
miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from an urban cluster.
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Remote. A rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area
and is also more than 10 miles from an urban cluster. (Office of Management
and Budget, 2000, pp. 8227-82238)

The definition of a rural school district is, for real-world purposes, a product of context
and complexity. The leading national organization advocating on behalf of rural schools
in the United States, states that a rural school district can be characterized as such if they
have a “combination of low population density (sparseness), isolation (distance from an
urban center), and small size (total population)” (The Rural School and Community
Trust, 2013, p. 6). This definition is well in line with how Teach.com (2018) categorizes
schools as rural; if they have a small student population size and are geographically
isolated from urban or suburban centers. In the United States, approximately 19% of all
students are enrolled in rural schools. In 13 states, this percentage increases to more than
one in three students (Lavalley, 2018).
Nationwide enrollment in rural schools has grown 15% between 2002 and 2005,
an increase of 1.3 million students (Ayers, 2011). According to Showalter et al. (2019)
self-described rural schools “account for more than 9.3 million—or nearly one in five
students in the U.S.—attend a rural school. This means that more students in the U.S.

attend rural schools than in the nation’s 85 largest school districts combined” (p. 1).
Furthermore, close to half of rural students are from low-income families and more than
one in four is a student of color (Showalter, 2019).
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Rural Education Challenges
Rural students and schools receive little attention in either policy or academia
(Lavalley, 2018). Though there might be some similarities between rural, suburban, and
urban school districts, rural schools have unique challenges.
Poverty
Concentrated poverty is one of the challenges facing many rural communities
(Ayers, 2011). Nationally, rural communities have a higher poverty rate. In 2017, the
rural poverty rate was 16.4%, compared with 12.9% for urban areas (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2018). Comparatively, approximately 64% of rural counties have high rates
of child poverty, as compared to 47% of urban counties (Lavalley, 2018). Child poverty
is not only experienced at a higher rate in rural areas but it is also experienced as “deep
poverty” (Lavelle, 2018, p. 4). Deep poverty is defined as having an income well below
the poverty line. Across the United Sates, 85.3% of counties in persistent poverty are
rural counties (Lavalley, 2018).
According to the NCES (n.d.), 14% of rural students attend a high-poverty school.
A high poverty school is defined as a school where more than 75% of students qualify for
free or reduced-price lunch. This statistic broken down by race shows that more than
42% of rural American Indian students attend school with the highest level of poverty;
while 30% of Hispanics and 36% of Black students attend a school where more than
three in four students are eligible for free or reduced lunch. Research shows that children
who live in poverty are more likely to face food insecurity, lack of access to health
services, lack of access to early education opportunities such as preschool, and lack of
economic mobility (Arnold, 2007; Lavalley, 2018; Showalter et al. 2018).
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Limited Resources
Rural school districts have the same obligations as their urban and suburban
counterparts. And yet, resources in rural school districts, both human capital and funding
are limited (Canales et al., 2008; Forner, 2010; Lamkin, 2006). Research indicates that
rural schools face a higher rate of turnover than other schools (Ayers, 2011; Hansen,
2018). Compounding the stressors of constant turnover is the fact that rural schools also
need to “overcome significant challenges to attract and retain high-quality
administrators” (Hansen, 2018, p. 41). These problems of attrition are of critical concern
for rural districts that traditionally get a smaller pool of applicants, often due to
geographic isolation. Rural school districts have a very difficult time finding educators
with experience but the task is even more challenging when districts want to hire
intervention specialists and experienced English learner instructors (Johnson et al, 2018).
The lack of experienced staff means that rural schools often do not have the personnel
needed to address the needs of English learners and students with exceptional needs.
The frequent turnover rate also applies to the retention of rural superintendents
(Kamrath & Brunner, 2014; Lamkin, 2006). The lack of financial resources means that,
unlike their urban and suburban counterparts who have layers of personnel in each
department, rural superintendents have less assistance and must do much of the
leadership work alone. The need to be a jack-of-all-trades significantly contributes to
greater stressors and demands of the position (Lamkin, 2006) which directly leads to high
turnover rates. High rates of superintendent turnover in a school district can lead to
internal instability, loss of momentum on change initiatives, and can leave the community
in chaos (Kamrath & Brunner, 2014; Velazquez, 2017). Moreover, the effects of
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superintendent turnover can also impact student achievement gains (Waters & Marzano,
2006).
Changes in Demographics and Student Needs
Since the mid-1980s, rural communities have experienced significant
demographic changes (Lavalley, 2018; McHenry-Sober & Hall, 2018). National rural
statistics indicate that 31.9% of rural students are diverse (Showalter, 2018).
Furthermore, according to Howley et al. (2014),
[f]rom 1995 to 2004, rural schools in the United States reported a 55% increase in
diverse students. Twenty-three percent of rural students, over 2,000,000, are now
classified as diverse. Several states, including Alaska, Arizona, California,
Hawaii, and New Mexico, report that ‘diverse’ students make up over 50% of the
enrollment in their rural schools. (p. 625)
This shift in rural demographics has created challenges for rural school districts.
Among these challenges are the need for rural districts to ensure quality learning and
improve student outcomes for minority students and English learners (Johnson et al.,
2019). Simultaneously, rural school districts must also recognize, engage, and connect
stakeholders who are racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse and who often feel
invisible (Johnson et al., 2019; McHenry-Sober & Budge, 2018).
In the rural school setting, it is often the superintendent who must navigate these
challenges and bridge cultural divides between the district and the community. The rural
superintendent must draw on a repertoire of culturally responsive leadership skills and
strategies in order to connect and engage with the entire community, address cultural and
linguistic needs as well achievement inequities (Budge, 2006; Howley et al., 2014;
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McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018; Roegman, 2017). However, current research on
equity-focused rural leadership suggests that rural superintendents are “ill-prepared to
engage in leadership toward greater inclusivity in the wake of demographic shifts in the
communities they serve because of their lack of knowledge, difficulty in creating
successful allies, and slow pace of cultural change” (McHenry-Sober & Budge, 2018, p.
7). There is a critical need to analyze the role of privilege and oppression in rural
communities to address educational inequalities and close the opportunity gap (McHenrySorber & Budge, 2018; Roegman et al., 2017).
California Rural School Demographics
California has one of the nation’s lowest percentages of rural schools and
students, but one of the highest percentages of small rural districts and the 14th largest
rural student enrollment (Showalter et al., 2018). Out of the 977 school districts in
California, 329 of them are considered rural (NCES, n.d.).
Minority students make up 57.5% of students enrolled in California rural districts
(Lavalley, 2018). Unlike other rural areas of the United States that are experiencing a
decline in population, California’s rural population is growing. An example of that
growth can be seen in the San Joaquin Valley. From 1970 to 2000, the percentage of
Latinx children more than doubled, increasing from 17% to 30% (S. Brown-Welty,
2009).
California Rural School Achievement
California's rural population has distinctive characteristics, with a high number of
minority students and English learners, and a growing percentage of economically
disadvantaged children (S. Brown-Welty, 2009). According to Why Rural Matters, a
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report compiled by two national organizations, the Rural School and Community Trust
and the College Board, that analyzes the contexts and conditions of rural education across
all 50 states, per-pupil spending in rural districts is nearly one-thousand dollars less than
the national average (as cited in Showalter et al., 2018). In the realm of academic
achievement, California’s National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) rural
scores in ELA and math are one of the lowest in the nation. Scoring in the “critical”
category, we ranked 42nd and 46th respectively. In contrast, NAEP scores for our urban
and suburban districts grew slightly.
When it comes to college and career preparation, California scored above the
national rural median for two measures and the other three were among the lowest in the
country (Showalter, 2018). Our rural graduation rate was 89.5% compared to the 88.7%
rural national average. Additionally, the percentage of juniors and seniors passing one
advanced placement exam was 10%, compared to the 9.5% rural national average. The
last three rural measures for college and career readiness are dual enrollment coursework
for both males and females and ACT/SAT participation rate. California’s rural dual
enrollment for males was 4.3% and 5.7% for females. The national dual enrollment
average was 20.1% for males and 26.1% for females. Lastly, the percentage of rural
students who took the ACT/SAT was 21.4% compared to the 46.5% national rural
average. Rural schools in California require renewed attention and focus to solve the
academic and social challenges that face rural communities across the state.
Accountability System
Nationally, the catalyst to school reform came after the release of the 1983 A
Nation at Risk Report from the National Commission on Excellence in Education (S.
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Brown-Welty, 2009; VonSchanse 2010). This report asserted that American students did
not have the basic skills to compete in a growing global market. During the 1980s,
educational researchers like Wilbur Brookover and Larry Lezotte worked to identify key
traits that could be implemented school-wide to improve student outcomes (Lezotte,
2011). In 1991, Lezotte published Correlates of Effective Schools: The First and Second
Generation; based on that study, Lezotte identified seven correlates regarding the
systemic implementation of strategies to create effective schools:


Safe and orderly environment.



Climate of high expectations.



Instructional leadership.



Clear and focused mission.



Opportunity to learn and student time on task.



Frequent monitoring of student progress.



Positive home-school relations (Lezotte, 1991).

Lezotte’s text, and others like it, significantly impacted accountability research and
inspired accountability educational reforms across the United States (S. Brown-Welty,
2009; D. Smith, 2015).
No Child Left Behind
In 2001, the NCLB was signed by President Bush and set in motion federal
nationwide accountability standards for schools and districts including state testing
requirements, goal-setting and reporting for states and districts, and longitudinal data
tracking (S. Brown-Welty, 2009; Showalter et al., 2008; VonSchanse, 2010). The goal of
the NCLB legislation was to implement a national-level program for all students to make
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Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and close the achievement gap. The implementation of
NCLB put school superintendents on the front line of student achievement (O’rourke &
Ylimaki, 2014; D. Smith, 2016). Superintendents had to ensure that their districts
achieved 100% proficiency for all student groups by 2014 (O’rourke & Ylimaki, 2014).
For superintendents, the advent of NCLB and its accountability shifted their focus and
attention to instructional leadership. Superintendents and school districts were under
enormous pressure to demonstrate results (Petersen, 2002).
Every Student Succeeds Act
In 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) reauthorized the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act and replaced NCLB. During the 2019-20 school year, all
states were expected to fully implement ESSA accountability systems, and all states are
expected to fully implement school improvement plans by the 2020-21 school year
(Showalter et al., 2018). ESSA brought three notable changes in the area of English
learner accountability and policy. Accountability of English progress was integrated into
Title I funding and accountability, measures toward English proficiency would take into
account the student’s time in the United States and a former English learner would be
included in the English learner cohort for four years to stabilize the groups and provide a
better account of long-term English learner achievement (Hakuta, 2018).
Local Control Funding Formula and Accountability
Since 2013, the mechanism for reporting district and school accountability
metrics is directly tied to the LCFF (CDE, 2021b; Menefee-Libey & Kerchner, 2015).
The LCFF was adopted by the state in 2013 and it replaced the previous K-12 school
finance system. LCFF established a base grant adjusted by grade level and two
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additional funding grants, supplemental and concentration grants. The funding for
supplemental and concentration grants is based on the number and proportion of
unduplicated pupils (English learners, foster youth, and low-income students). The LCFF
has three components: (a) the California Accountability Model and School Dashboard;
(b) LCFF Support and Assistance, the Local Control and Accountability Plan; and (c)
LCFF Apportionments (CDE, 2021c). All three components also correspond with the
federal requirements outlined in the ESSA.
In order to receive LCFF funding, every district must create a LCAP. The LCAP
is a three-year district plan that outlines district goals and must include actions, metrics,
and services that address the needs of all students, including the specific needs of English
learners, foster youth, and low-income students. The plan must be written in consultation
with staff, parents, and community stakeholders before being approved by the local
district governing board (Hahnel et al., 2014; Menefee-Libey & Kerchner, 2015).
District LCAP goals outlined in the plan must be aligned with the LCFF eight state
priorities. Table 2 outlines the eight state priorities.
It is interesting to note that current research by Californians Together and the
Center for Equity for English learners have repeatedly found that many district LCAP
plans are not clearly monitoring English learner progress nor equitably allocating
resources to increase outcomes for English learners (Education Trust-West and California
Association of Bilingual Education, 2020).
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Table 2
The State and Local Measures for Each Local Control Funding Formula Priority Areas
Priority Areas
Priority 1: Basic Services and
Conditions at schools

State Indicator
N/A

Local Indicator
Textbooks availability, adequate
facilities, and correctly assigned
teachers.

Priority 2: Implementation of
State Academic Standards

N/A

Annually report on progress in
implementing the standards for all
content areas.

Priority 3: Parental Involvement
and Family Engagement

N/A

Annually report progress toward:
(1) seeking input from parents/
guardians in decision making; and
(2) promoting parental participation
in programs.

Priority 4: Student
Achievement

Academic
Performance
(Grades 3–8 and
Grade 11)

N/A

English learner
Progress
Priority 5: Student Engagement

Graduation Rate
Chronic
Absenteeism

N/A

Priority 6: School Climate

Suspension Rate

Administer a Local Climate Survey
every other year.

Priority 7: Access to a Broad
Course of Study

N/A

Annually report progress on the
extent students have access to,
and are enrolled in, a broad course
of study.

Priority 8: Outcomes in a Broad
Course of Study

College/Career

N/A

Note. Adapted from “California School Dashboard and System of Support,” by California
Department of Education, 2021. https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/index.asp

The California School Dashboard contains reports that display the performance of
schools and districts in several critical measures and these are directly tied to the eight
priority areas of the LCFF (Hahnel et al., 2014). The state evaluates data from the
current year and compares it to prior years. Each state measure receives a performance
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level based on a different color. Blue is the highest rating and red is the lowest (see
Figure 2). The state measures chronic absenteeism, suspension rate, English learner
progress, graduation rate, academic performance, and college/career readiness. The state
also collects performance data on local measures which are submitted by local districts to
an online platform.
Figure 2
California School Dashboard Performance Levels: School Dashboard and System

Note. Adapted from “California of Support,” by California Department of Education,
2021. https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/
English Learner Proficiency Indicator
The English learner Performance Indicator (ELPI) measures the performance of
English learners on the English Language Proficiency Assessments for California
(ELPAC) summative assessment. The ELPAC is composed of four domains: (a)
listening, (b) speaking, (c) reading, and (d) writing. Every spring English learners who
have been in the United States longer than 12 months take the ELPAC. The ELPI
measures the number of English learners who moved at least one level or maintained
their current English language proficiency. Districts and schools are given a status level
based on the percentage of students who increased or maintained their status. Table 3
illustrates the ELPI cut-off points.
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Table 3
English Learner Progress Indicator Calculation
Status Level
Very Low

Proposed Status Rate Cut Score
Less than 35% of EL students increased at least one ELPI level or
maintained the ELP criterion (Level 4).

Low

Thirty-five percent to less than 45% of EL students increased at
least one ELPI level or maintained the ELP criterion (Level 4).

Medium

Forty-five percent to less than 55% of EL students increased at
least one ELPI level or maintained the ELP criterion (Level 4).

High

Fifty-five percent to less than 65% of EL students increased at
least one ELPI level or maintained the ELP criterion (Level 4).

Very High

Sixty-five percent or more of EL students increased at least one
ELPI level or maintained the ELP criterion (Level 4).
Note. EL = English Learners; ELPI = English Learner Performance Indicator; ELP =
English Language Proficiency. Adapted from “English Learner Progress Indicator
Calculation,” by California Department of Education, 2021.
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/cm/elpiratecal.asp
English Learners
Demographics
English learner is a legal term, classified in Title 20 United States Code (U.S.C.)
7801(20) and reflected as a parallel definition in California state law EC 435(a) (CDE,
2021d). English learner is a term that “encompasses all students who are native speakers
of a non-English language” (Education Trust-West and California Association of
Bilingual Education, 2020, p. 2).
In California, there are over 1.2 million English learners enrolled in public
schools. English learners make up approximately 17% of the 6 million students in
California (Ed-Data, 2019). English learners come from widely differing cultural
backgrounds and levels of language proficiency (Elfers & Stritikus, 2014). Currently,
17.6% of California students were classified as fluent-English proficient, and
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approximately 35% of California students are “Ever-ELs,” speaking a language other
than English in the home (CDE, 2021d).
According to the Public Policy Institute of California (Hill, 2012), approximately
23% of English learners attend rural schools. Significantly, there are three counties in the
state of California where English learners make up more than 35% of the student
population: Imperial (43%), Monterey (40%), and Colusa (38%) (Hill, 2018).
Forty-four percent of Californians over age five speak a language other than
English at home. While Spanish is the primary language of most English learners,
approximately 83%, there are more than 60 languages spoken by California’s English
learners (Hahnel et al., 2014; Hill, 2018).
Long-Term English Learners
Out of the 1.2 million English learners in California, currently, 200,000 of these
students are long-term English learners (Buenrostro & Maxwell-Jolly, 2021). A longterm English learner (LTEL) as defined by the CDE (2021d) is an English learner who:
(1) is enrolled on Census Day (the first Wednesday in October) in grades 6 to 12,
inclusive; and (2) has been enrolled in a U.S. school for six or more years; and (3)
has remained at the same English language proficiency level for two or more
consecutive prior years, or has regressed to a lower English language proficiency
level, as determined by the ELPAC and (4) for students in grades 6 to 9, inclusive,
has scored at the “Standard Not Met” level on the prior year administration of the
CAASPP-ELA. (Glossary of Terms section)
This definition means that all (100%) students in this classification are reading one or
more levels below their grade level (Buenrostro & Maxwell-Jolly, 2021).
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Research on long-term English learners suggests that LTELs while proficient in
listening and speaking skills, struggle with academic reading and writing. This struggle
with academic reading and writing affects access to core content material which leads to
poor grades, repeating grades, lack of motivation, lack of expectations for own success,
higher dropout rates, and lower graduation rates (Buenrostro & Maxwell-Jolly, 2021;
Hakuta, 2018; Mendoza, 2019. At the high school level, LTELs are over-represented in
intervention courses, usually not designed for English learners, thereby limiting the
students’ access to other high school courses (Hahnel et al., 2014). Understanding the
data, characteristics, and needs surrounding long-term English learners is essential for
districts to proactively and thoughtfully create specific comprehensive plans for
addressing these needs.
English Proficiency
English learners by definition are a group that is dynamic and whose status should
be temporary. English learners as expected to leave this category as a result of acquiring
English proficiency (Linquanti, 2014). While in school English learners are performing
two enormous cognitive lifts at the same time; they are learning linguistic standards and
academic standards (Hakuta et al., 2000; Linquanti, 2014). Depending on the student’s
background, literacy skills in their home language, the type of education the student has
received, and other factors, it may take English learners between four to seven years to
develop the academic English language to master grade-level content standards (Hakuta,
et. al, 2000; Takanishi & Le Menestrel, 2017). Academic language is the language that is
needed for “acquiring new knowledge and skills, imparting new information, describing
abstract ideas, and developing students’ conceptual understanding” (Takanishi & Le
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Menestrel, 2017, p. 159). This is the language that is necessary for students to be college
and career-ready.
Two seminal state documents guide the work of educators in addressing the needs
of English learners. The first document is the ELA/ELD Framework. Created in 2014 by
the CDE in collaboration with educators across the state, the ELA/ELD Framework was
created to support the implementation of Common Core Standards for ELA, standards for
literacy for history/social studies, science and technical subjects, and the ELD Standards
(CDE, 2021b; Hahnel et al., 2014). The framework serves as a road map to ensure that
districts consider all aspects of implementation when designing literacy and ELD
programs. These aspects include: Understanding the ELA and literacy standards, as well
as ELD.


Implications for curriculum and instruction (integrated and designated ELD).



Considerations for assessment.



Access and equity.



Twenty-first century learning.



Implementing professional learning and leadership support.



Consideration for adoption of materials (CDE, 2021b).

The second foundational document is the California ELD Standards (CDE,
2021c). The ELD standards were adopted in 2012. If the ELA/ELD framework answers
the questions as to why and how to implement ELA and ELD standards, the ELD
standards answer the “what, in what way, and to what degree” questions. The ELD
standards document presents the continuum and stages of ELD, identifies the knowledge,
skills, and abilities necessary to enter or exit a proficiency level, and identifies grade-
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level skills based on proficiency levels. The goal of the standards is to ensure that
districts “design challenging content in ELD for ELs to gain proficiency in a range of
rigorous academic English language skills” (CDE, 2013, p. 8).
Achievement Gap
English learner achievement lags significantly behind all other students across
multiple indicators (Buenrostro & Maxwell-Jolly, 2021; Hahnel et al., 2014; Linquanti,
2014; Takanishi & Le Menestrel, 2017). According to the CDE, in 2019 only 48.3%
were making progress towards English language proficiency. In preparation for college
and career, 72.7% of English learners graduated from high school in comparison to 87%
for non-English learners (CDE, 2021d), and only 25% of EL graduates met A-G
requirements needed for UC/CSU entrance compared to 54% of non-English learners
(Buenrostro & Maxwell-Jolly, 2021).
In the area of English arts and math achievement, as measured by the Smarter
Balanced Assessment Consortium state test, the results showed a wide gap. Only 12.86%
of English learners met or exceeded standards on the English arts assessment in
comparison to 56.45% non-English learners. In mathematics, only 12.43% of English
learners met or exceed standards; while 44.37% of non-English learners met or exceed
standards (see Table 4).

42

Table 4
2019 Smarter Balanced Assessment Results: Met or Exceed Standards Comparison

2019
English Language Arts
Mathematics

Non-English
Learners
56.45%

English Learners
12.86%

Ever English
Learners
40.43%

44.37%

12.43%

30.22%

Note. Adapted from “Test Results for California’s Assessments,” by California
Assessment of Student Performance and Progress. https://caasppelpac.cde.ca.gov/caaspp/Default
Addressing these is of utmost importance. Failure to do so will result in denying
an individual “… a) the ability to meet the challenging State academic standards; b) the
ability to successfully achieve in classrooms where the language of instruction is English;
or c) the opportunity to participate fully in society” (Barrow & Markman-Pithers, 2016,
p. 160).
Linguistic Responsive Frameworks
The most current research on linguistic responsive frameworks (Calderon et al.,
2020; Elfers & Stritikus, 2014; Fenner, 2013; Fenner & Snyder, 2017; Hahnel et al.,
2014; Hakuta, 2018; Linquanti, 2014; Linton, 2011; R. G. Smith & Brazer, 2016) tell us
that school leaders must prioritize the needs of English learners. This work is needed not
only to address critical instructional components but to address broader systemic issues
regarding equity, access, and achievement.
The California English Learner Roadmap (Hakuta, 2018) is a policy and
framework published by the CDE that provides guidance and tools to school districts so
that they may design and implement successful English learner programs. This
framework outlines four interrelated principles to support a comprehensive approach to
practices and services for English learners. The four principles address the following:
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Assets-oriented and needs-responsive schools.



Intellectual quality of instruction and meaningful access.



System conditions that support effectiveness.



Alignment and articulation within and across systems.

To help school districts implement, integrate and monitor their systems of
programs and services for English learners, the California English Learner Roadmap
aligns and crosswalks these principles to the state’s eight priorities embedded in the
LCFF and the LCAP requirements.
A more recent framework for addressing policy to improve educational outcomes
for underserved and underperforming students comes from Californians Together, a
major advocacy organization founded in 1998. Their most recent research and policy
document, Renewing Our Promise: Research and Recommendations to Support
California’s Long-Term English Learners, outlines five key areas of focus to improve
outcomes for English learners, including long-term English learners (as cited in
Buenrostro & Maxwell-Jolly, 2021). These key areas are:


Educator Preparation and Professional Learning. Stronger preparation and
ongoing professional learning to help all educators to understand and work
effectively with English learners and LTEL students across the curriculum.



Resources and Planning. Focused resource allocation, goal setting, and
planning to address the specific needs of English learners and LTELs.



Curriculum and Instruction. Support for research-supported education
programs that provide English learners and LTELs the supports they need
without segregating them into tracks. These programs are based on
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curriculum and instruction that is accessible, engaging, culturally relevant,
rigorous, and addresses the socioemotional well-being and language needs of
students.


Data, Assessment, and Accountability: Data on LTELs and students at risk of
becoming LTELs that are accessible and useful for planning effective
instruction, designing professional learning, monitoring student progress, and
communicating with students and their families about successes and needs.
The data and assessment hold schools, districts, and the state accountable for
meeting the needs of English learners and LTEL students.



Engagement, Relationships, and Student Focus. Frequent communication and
meaningful engagement centered on listening and learning with students, their
families, and communities to create relationships of trust (Buenrostro &
Maxwell-Jolly, 2021, p. 66).

A commitment to high-quality instruction and increasing outcomes for English
learners requires that districts pay attention to instructional models, data and
accountability practices, communication, community engagement, and change initiatives
(Elfers & Stritikus, 2014).
Rural Superintendent Leadership and Challenges
Rural school districts have unique characteristics. The superintendents who lead
rural districts face singular tasks that are normally absent from urban and suburban
district leadership. Rural school districts are often the largest employer in the community
and as such rural superintendents are often seen by the community as leaders responsible
for both the successes and failures in the district (Lamkin, 2006).
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According to Forner et al. (2012), rural school leaders face major challenges. One
of these challenges is having to take ownership of a wide range of responsibilities, and
the other challenge is working in a community that is often resistant to change.
A Full Plate
Working in a rural school district means that superintendents are well acquainted
with scarcity (Lamkin, 2006; Rey, 2014). The lack of resources and central office staff
means that rural superintendents must be both managers and leaders (Copeland, 2013;
Defeo & Tan, 2019; Howley et al., 2014). They must juggle an impossible number of
tasks and deal with the practicalities of day-to-day tasks. From school finance to
oversight of transportation and construction to personnel issues, the rural superintendent
is “…often the only chief executive who can perform these administrative tasks in the
district” (Defeo & Tan, 2019, p. 2).
The influential study by Copeland (2013) outlines the community expectations
and major responsibilities that are personally addressed by rural superintendents (see
Table 5). These findings provide context to the frustrations many rural superintendents
feel in needing to be a “jack of all trades” (Lamkin, 2006) and explain why many rural
superintendents spend much more time on managerial tasks (Jones & Howley, 2009;
Preston & Barnes, 2017). This frustration is exacerbated because at the same time rural
superintendents are facing increasing accountability for academic outcomes and growing
pressure to increase parent engagement, community participation, and create a visible
media presence (Howley et al., 2014; Lamkin, 2006).
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Table 5
The Five Major Hats of the Rural Superintendent

Manager
Staff

Planner
Budget

Listener
Staff

Communicator
Staff

Community
Involvement
Visibility

Finance

Facilities

Parents

Parents

Church

Perform any
task needed

Staffing

Board

Board

Social
Organizations

Staff
Development

Students

Students

Parent

Facilities

Transportation
Schedule
Accessible
Media
Resident
Note. Adapted from “One head-many hats: Expectations of a rural superintendent,” by J.
D. Copeland, 2013. Qualitative Report, 18(77), 1-15.

Resistance to Change
Rural communities are characterized by the close-knit relationships between
community members (Forner et al., 2012). Rural populations tend to view their
communities as safe and share common values such as the importance of family, strong
work ethic, and acceptable behavioral norms (Cray & Millen, 2010). As such, there is an
expectation for rural superintendents to be visible, personable, and form working
relationships with community members and community organizations (Arnold, 2004;
Lamkin, 2006; Forner et al., 2012). The need to ensure the superintendent is an “insider
and one of us” stems from the community’s desire to ensure that the superintendent
represents the community’s values and that the status quo is maintained (Forner et al.,
2012; Lamkin, 2006; McHenry-Sorber & Budge, 2018).
The rapid demographic changes in rural communities mean that students’ needs
have changed. As reported in an earlier part of this literature review, minority students
now make up 57.5% of students enrolled in California rural districts (Lavalley, 2018).
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Because of these cultural and linguistic changes, rural superintendents are often the
catalysts for reform and school improvement (Forner et al., 2012). Superintendents can
set the tone for educational equity by clearly articulating the leadership priorities related
to student outcomes (Sherman & Grogan, 2003).
In many rural school districts, the superintendent is often the lead and the person
primarily responsible for addressing student achievement, equity, and closing the
achievement gap. The restructuring, reorganization, and improvement of programs to
improve outcomes often lead to internal and external cultural clashes which can be very
difficult to navigate (Rey, 2014). For many rural district leaders, there is no buffer to
shield them from community frustrations and personal attacks (Forner et al., 2012;
Lamkin, 2006; Rey, 2014).
Even as they challenge the status quo, rural superintendents are in a unique
position in the community to lead change that is integral and lasting for improving
outcomes for all students. Superintendents can function as a cultural bridge between the
status quo (Khalifa, 2018; Kruse et al., 2018; Rey, 2014) and needed reforms.
Gap in the Research
Rural school districts in California are increasingly diverse. Currently, students
of color make up 57.5% of the student population (Lavalley, 2018) and 23% of rural
students are English learners (Hill, 2018). Current data demonstrate that rural school
districts continue to face a prolonged and continuing achievement gap that
disproportionately affects English learners. In the era of accountability, increasing
student outcomes is now viewed by most public school superintendents as one of the
most daunting tasks (Bryd et al., 2006). While there is research in rural education
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scholarship on the impact of teachers and principals to increase outcomes for English
learners, there is minimal research on the role the rural superintendent plays in improving
outcomes and closing the achievement gap for English learners. Therefore, there is a gap
in identifying the specific actions and strategies that rural superintendents have put into
place to increase outcomes for English learners. Identifying these actions, strategies, and
best practices will broaden rural education scholarship and the discussion of the impact of
rural superintendents as instructional leaders.
Summary
The review of the literature related to this study was discussed in this chapter.
First, this chapter reviewed the historical perspective of the superintendency from the
origins of the position to the current roles and challenges in the 20th century. This
section was followed by a description of the role of the superintendent as an instructional
leader, its impact on student achievement, and the leadership elements that foster student
achievement. Next, a detailed overview of the state of rural education and rural
education challenges was addressed. Following this section, California rural school
demographics and achievement were described. Then, the correlation between federal
and California school accountability systems was reviewed. The succeeding section
addressed English learner demographics, achievement, and definitions such as long-term
English learners. Research on English proficiency and ELD followed; concluding with a
review of linguistic responsive frameworks needed to address broader systemic English
learner issues regarding equity, access, and achievement (Linquanti, 2014; Linton, 2011;
R. G. Smith & Brazer, 2016). Next, specific leadership challenges of rural
superintendents were explored. This chapter concludes by addressing the gap in the
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research in relation to the role of the rural superintendent in increasing outcomes for
English learners.
The subsequent chapter, Chapter III, will present a thorough and detailed
description of the study’s methodology; including research method and design.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
This research study examined the English learner achievement gap in rural
school districts. Every school district has a superintendent at the helm. This research
study will identify the most effective actions and strategies used by rural
superintendents in increasing achievement for English learners. This chapter presents
and describes the methodology that addresses the questions in Chapter I. This chapter
begins with the purpose statement, the research questions, and research design.
Furthermore, this chapter also provides a description of the population, target
population, and an examination of the sample population. Additionally, a detailed
discussion of the instrumentation, procedures for data collection, and data analysis is
presented. Lastly, the chapter concludes with an explanation of the study’s limitations
and an overall summary.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this Delphi study was to have rural superintendents, whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard, identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for
English learners, to rate the effectiveness of the identified actions, and to describe the
best methods for implementing the five most effective actions identified from the ratings.
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Research Questions
The following research questions were developed to guide the study:
Round 1
1. What actions do rural superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard identify that
they have taken to improve the academic achievement of English learners?
Round 2
2. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard rate the
effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
Round 3
3. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic improvement
as measured by the California School Dashboard describe the best methods of
implementing the five most effective actions identified in Research Question 2?
Research Design
This study used a classical Delphi study method to collect data from rural
superintendents regarding the best methods for implementing the five most effective
actions to increase outcomes for English learners. The Delphi method is used to collect,
aggregate, and examine data from participants who have a high level of expertise on a
topic or specific issue (Latif et al., 2016) for the purpose of seeking consensus among
experts (Nworie, 2011). Moreover, the Delphi method is also used to investigate policy,
understand a phenomenon in detail (Brady, 2015), find solutions (Skulmoski et al.,
2007), and develop goals or predict the incidence of future events (Hsu & Sandford,
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2007). According to Nworie (2011), the Delphi methodology is “based on the premise
that the collective opinions of expert panelists are of richer quality than the limited view
of an individual” (p. 25).
The Delphi study method uses a series of structured surveys distributed to
participants using multiple rounds. Each iteration of the survey integrates controlled
experts’ feedback and opinions designed to develop a consensus on a multifaceted issue
(Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Lu et al., 2020). Research on the Delphi method of study has
concluded that three iterations are suitable for inquiry (Latif et. al., 2006). Figure 3 from
the work of Skulmoski et al. (2007) illustrates the Delphi technique and three-round
process.
Figure 3
Delphi Technique and Three-Round Process

Note. Adapted from “The Delpi Method for Graduate Research,” by G. J. Skulmoski, F.
T. Hartman, and J. Krahn, 2007. Journal of Information Technology Education, 6, 1-21.

The purpose of this study was to determine a consensus of what experts in the
field, rural superintendents, perceive are the best actions to improve academic
achievement for English learners. Furthermore, experts identified and described the best
methods of implementing the five most effective actions to increase outcomes for
English learners. The Delphi method was determined to be the most suitable framework
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for the purpose of this study as it sought to capture and synthesize strategic actions of
rural superintendents in addressing a complex and multi-faceted issue that “does not
lend itself to precise analytical techniques but can benefit from subjective judgments on
a collective basis” (Pollard & Pollard, 2004, p. 147). Additionally, quantitative and
qualitative data were collected via the three rounds of the Delphi process. The
population and sample design were also considered, as the field experts had to be
identified and asked to participate in this study.
The multiple rounds in the Delphi process allow the contributors of the study to
revisit and refine their opinions based on their evaluation of explanations and feedback
from other participants in the study (Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Skulmoski et al., 2007;
Yousuf, 2007). Some of the main advantages of the Delphi process include:


Interactive process that captures the opinions of experts in the field.



Provides anonymity to participants that allows for freedom of opinions.



Reduces the effects of bias and group conformity.



Allows participants the opportunity to reassess their opinions and conclusions.



Provides controlled feedback.



Provides data for qualitative analysis (Brady, 2015; Custer et al., 1999; Hsu &
Sandford, 2007; Latif et al., 2016; Lu et al., 2020; Ludwig, 1997; Mohr &
Shelton, 2017; Nworie, 2011; Rowe & Wright, 1999; Skinner et al., 2015).
Population

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a population is “[a] group of
individuals or events from which a sample is drawn and to which results can be
generalized” (p. 489). The population for this study is superintendents in California
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public schools. In California, there are 1,037 school districts (CDE, 2021f). Each
school district has a superintendent who operates as the organization’s chief executive
officer responsible for general supervision of the entire district and provides for the
continuous improvement of all facets of school district operations.
Sampling Frame
According to Taherdoost (2016), “A sampling frame is a list of the actual cases
from which the sample will be drawn” (p. 20). The sampling frame for a research study
is the collective group for which the study's data and findings can be generalized.
Creswell (2012) describes a sampling frame as the “actual list of sampling units from
which the sample is selected” (p. 393). The sampling frame for a study is the whole
group of individuals chosen from the overall population for which the study data will be
used to draw conclusions. The findings from the sampling frame are meant to be
generalized for the entire population (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The sampling
frame for this study is school superintendents who work in California rural school
districts. In California, there are 329 school districts that are considered rural (NCES,
n.d.).
Sample
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “the group of subjects or
participants from whom the data are collected” (p. 129) is a sample. Samples of
populations are needed because it is not feasible or practicable to study the entire target
population. One of the most important aspects of a Delphi study is the identification and
selection of the expert panel. The experts should be professionals who are experienced
and familiar with the issue or topic being researched (Brady, 2015; Hsin-Ke et al.,
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2020). For this study, selected experts were rural school district superintendents who
are leading districts that have improved academic achievement for English learners. The
criterion used for the selection of superintendents for this purposeful sampling were:


Rural school district in a city or community rural in character, with a student
population of less than 5,000 students.



Rural school district that has shown academic improvement for two or more
consecutive years as shown by the English Learner Progress Indicator on the
California School Dashboard.

Sample Selection Process
The sample for this study was rural school district superintendents who have led
their districts to improve outcomes for English learners. The researcher began the study
by reviewing district directories from the CDE, the Small School Districts’ Association,
and the National Rural Education Association in order to identify rural school districts in
California.
Once the rural school district list was compiled, the researcher then used the
California School Dashboard to ascertain whether each district had a large enough
English learner population to generate English learner achievement data. For the
districts with sufficient English learners to generate data, the researcher then had to
determine if there were two or more years of data available on the ELPI. The ELPI
shows the percentage of current English learners making progress towards English
language proficiency (Figure 4).
The sample for this study was 15 expert rural school district superintendents
whose districts have demonstrated academic improvement for English learners for two
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or more consecutive years as shown by the English Learner Progress Indicator on the
California School Dashboard. According to Skulmoski et al. (2007), a sample size
between 10-15 experts is sufficient for study results.
Figure 4
Sample of a District English Learner Progress Indicator Report

Note. Adapted from “California School Dashboard and System of Support,” by California
Department of Educaiton, 2021. https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/rl/cf/e
laeldfrmwrksbeadopted.asp

Instrumentation
This research study used electronic Google forms and email as the primary
methods of collecting data and communicating with subject matter experts. Google
forms survey allows for seven question types: (a) short answers, (b) paragraph, (c)
multiple-choice, (d) checkboxes, (e) a list option selection, (f) a scale option, and (g) a
grid option for multiple responses. There is no character limit for the short answer or
paragraph responses. This Delphi study was comprised of a three-round process with
rural superintendents who had success in increasing outcomes for English learners in
their respective school districts. From the first-round survey, a list of actions taken by
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rural superintendents who have increased outcomes for English learners were be
generated. In the second round, the effectiveness of these actions were rated. The third
round will ask the participants to describe the best methods of implementing the five
most effective actions to increase achievement for English learners.
Round 1
The Google form survey in Round 1 asked participants the following open-ended
question: What actions have you taken to increase the academic achievement of English
learners? The list of responses from Round 1 were analyzed coded and used to generate
the question in Round 2.
Round 2
The Google form survey used in Round 2 was comprise the list of recommended
actions for increasing achievement for English learners identified in Round 1. The
Round 2 survey asked participants to use a Likert scale to rate the effectiveness of each
action. The Likert scale range will be: Very Effective, Effective, Slightly Effective,
Slightly Ineffective, Ineffective, and Very Ineffective.
Round 3
The survey used in Round 3 had an open-ended question for each of the five
actions identified as the most effective from Round 2. The survey asked participants to
describe the best methods of implementing the five most effective actions. The question
posed to participants was: Describe the best methods of implementing this action in order
to increase the academic achievement of English learners.
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Validity
According to Roberts (2010) validity is the “degree to which your instrument
truly measures what it purports to measure” (p. 151). The validity of an instrument
refers to how accurately it can capture and represent the “participants’ realities of the
social phenomena and is credible to them” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 124). A valid
study is one that correctly gathers and interprets data that is a factual reflection of
what is being studied.
In a Delphi study, the selection of experts with in-depth knowledge and
experience of the topic is of utmost importance to ensure the validity of the instrument
and data collection (Habibi et al., 2014; Latif et al., 2016; Rowe & Wright, 1999). In
the Delphi process controlled feedback and consensus making by expert panel
members also provides additional accuracy and validity (Rowe & Wright, 1999;
Skulmoski et al., 2007).
Reliability
Reliability refers to the degree to which an instrument can be administered
using the same procedure, measure something repeatedly and consistently and
produce similar results (Briggs et al., 2012; Roberts, 2010). Reliability “can be
equated with stability, consistency and dependability” (Bannigan & Watson, 2009).
Furthermore, the work of Rowe and Wright (1999) suggests that the reliability of a
Delphi study relies heavily on the quality of the expert panelists selected for
participation and may increase after each subsequent round. Before administering the
survey instrument, a field test was conducted to ensure suitability and reliability.
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Field Test
A field test of the instrument will be completed to confirm its credibility and
reliability. Three rural superintendents, who did not participate in the study but who
meet the selection criteria, was engage in field testing the instrument. The field test
panelists participated in three rounds. In Round 1, participants were asked: What
actions have you taken to increase the academic achievement of English learners?
After the first round, the researcher solicited feedback from the participants as to
clearness of instructions, clarity of the question, question type form, and survey
formatting. In Round 2, participants used a Likert scale to select answers based on the
responses from Round 1. After the second round, the researcher solicited feedback
from the participants as to clearness of instructions, clarity of the question, question
type form, and survey formatting. Round 3 asked panelists: Describe the best
methods of implementing this action in order to increase the academic achievement of
English learners. After the third round, the researcher solicited feedback from the
participants as to clearness of instructions, clarity of the question, question type form,
and survey formatting. The researcher adjusted the survey instrument based on the
comments and feedback from the field test contributors.
Data Collection
Before surveying participants and collecting data, the University of
Massachusetts Global Institutional Review Board (UMGIRB) must grant permission
for this study (see Appendix B) and the necessary coursework was taken and a
certificate of completion was issued by The National Institutes of Health for training
on “Protecting Human Research Participants” (see Appendix C). The UMGIRB
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safeguards the rights and ensures the well-being of research participants. A letter of
introduction was emailed to inform potential participants of the study (see Appendix
D). Participants who agree to participate in the study received an email with the
synopsis of the study, a description of privacy and confidentiality measures related to
any data that is collected during the study, an informed consent form, and the Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights (see Appendix E and F). Individuals who agreed to
participate received an email with instructions and a hyperlink to the Round 1 survey
(see Appendix G and H). The survey was administered using Google forms and was
anonymous. Participation in the research study was voluntary.
Round 1
An email with instructions and the Google form survey hyperlink was emailed
to all the participants. Participants had one week to complete the Round 1 survey.
Google form survey platform collect and archive the responses to the survey. Survey
responses were only be available to the researcher. Round 1 question was open-ended
and was be: What actions have you taken to increase the academic achievement of
English learners?
Round 2
After aggregating and coding Round 1 survey responses and identifying
themes, a second questionnaire was developed using a Likert scale to rate responses.
Results from Round 1 were shared with participants via email. This email was also
include the directions for completing Round 2 and the hyperlink to the survey (see
Appendix I). Participants were asked to use the Likert scale to rate the effectiveness
of each action. The Likert scale range was be used to determine consensus among
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field experts as to the most effective actions implemented to increase academic
outcomes for English learners. Participants were be given 10 days to complete the
second round. Google form survey platform was collected and archived the responses
to the survey. Survey answers were only be available to the researcher.
Round 3
Round 2 answers were be reviewed and coded and were used for the Round 3
survey. For Round 3, an email was sent to participants with the answers of Round 2,
instructions, and the Google forms hyperlink to Survey 3 (see Appendix J). The
survey displayed the top five actions identified as the most effective from Round 2.
The Round 3 survey had an open-ended question for each of the five actions. The
survey asked participants to describe the best methods of implementing the five most
effective actions. The question posed to participants after each of the five actions
were: Describe the best methods of implementing this action in order to increase
academic achievement for English learners. Google form survey platform collected
and archived the responses to the survey. Survey answers were only be available to
the researcher.
Data Analysis
After each round of this Delphi study, the survey responses were analyzed as
described below.
Round 1
The first Google survey was be open-ended and will allowed participants to
provide a wide range of responses based on their diverse experiences in increasing
academic outcomes for English learners. Round 1 will asked: What actions have you
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taken to increase the academic achievement of English learners? The researcher
coded the responses and developed themes in order to develop the survey for Round 2.
Round 2
Round 2 survey was developed using the initial responses, data, and themes
derived from Round 1. Round 2 Google survey was present a Likert scale to
participants. Participants will be asked to rate the effectiveness of each action listed.
The 6 points of this Likert scale included:


1 – Very Effective



2 – Effective



3 – Slightly Effective



4 – Slightly Ineffective

 5 – Ineffective
 6 – Very Ineffective
The mean score rating for each action were tabulated and the five highest-rated actions
moved to Round 3.
Round 3
The five highest-rated actions from Round 2 were used as the foundation for
Round 3. The Round 3 survey had an open-ended question after each of the five actions.
The survey question posed after each of the five actions were be: Describe the best
methods of implementing this action in order to increase the academic achievement of
English learners. The responses from Round 3 were collected and coded. The researcher
then placed each action and method for implementing these actions into a data matrix
ranked in order of frequency.
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Limitations
There were several limitations to this study. First, this study employed a
Delphi study method, which necessitated the participation of rural school
superintendents whose districts have shown academic achievement for English
learners as measured by the California School Dashboard. While a particular district
may have shown academic improvement for English learners on the California School
Dashboard for consecutive years, this improvement does not necessarily coincide with
the current superintendent’s tenure in the district. The work of improving English
learner academic achievement in a particular district could have begun with the
current superintendent’s predecessor and could be a continuation of activities adopted
by a previous administration team.
A second limitation is the exclusion of rural private schools. The CDE does
not regulate private schools and therefore private school achievement data is not
included on the California School Dashboard. Lastly, the researcher is a rural school
superintendent and an English learner and may exhibit bias. The researcher conducted
a field test prior to the study in order to help mitigate survey bias. In addition, the
researcher had a peer researcher review coding and theme development to eliminate
potential bias.
Summary
The research method and design of this study were discussed in this chapter.
First, this chapter reviewed the purpose statement and research questions. These
sections were followed by a description of the research design. The Delphi method is
the methodology used for this study. The Delphi method “incorporates qualitative data
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collection through expert opinions to achieve consensus while relying on quantitative
techniques to rank the areas related to the issue” (Mohr & Shelton, 2017, p. 123).
Second, the chapter describes the population, target population, and sample used for
the study. Next, a detailed overview regarding instrumentation, validity, reliability,
field test, data collection, and data analysis was provided. Lastly, the study’s
limitations were defined.
The subsequent chapter, Chapter IV, will present a thorough and detailed
description of the study’s data collection outcomes, analysis of data, and presentation
of findings.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Chapter IV commences with a short introduction to provide an orientation of
the sections outlined in this chapter. The overview includes the chapter’s main
categories and serves as a chapter summary. Before the presentation of the study’s
data, the purpose statement, research questions, methodology, data collection
procedures, population, and sample are summarized. Lastly, Chapter IV concludes
with a detailed report of the findings of the study.
Overview
This chapter presents a review of the purpose statement and the research
questions. This information is followed by a description of the research methodology
and data collection procedures. Additionally, this chapter also provides a description
of the population and target population. The sample for this study was delimited to
rural school superintendents who are leading districts that have improved academic
achievement for English learners. The criterion used to qualify as an expert for the
purposes of this study is defined in this chapter. Next, a presentation and analysis of
the data collected are provided. Lastly, Chapter IV concludes with a summary.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this Delphi study was to have rural superintendents, whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard, identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for
English learners, to rate the effectiveness of the identified actions, and to describe the
best methods for implementing the five most effective actions identified from the
ratings.
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Research Questions
The following research questions were developed to guide the study:
Round 1
1. What actions do rural superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard identify that
they have taken to improve the academic achievement of English learners?
Round 2
2. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard rate the
effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
Round 3
3. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard describe the
best methods of implementing the five most effective actions identified in
Research Question 2?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
The research methodology chosen for this study was the classical Delphi study
method. The Delphi study method seeks to collect, aggregate, and examine data from
participants who have a high level of expertise on a subject or specific issue (Latif et al.,
2016). The purpose of the Delphi method is to seek consensus among experts (Nworie,
2011) in order to gain a broader understanding of a particular issue or phenomenon
(Brady, 2015). The Delphi methodology yields collective opinions that are of “richer
quality than the limited view of an individual” (Nworie, 2011, p. 25).
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The Delphi method was determined to be the most suitable framework for the
purpose of this study as it seeks to capture and synthesize strategic actions of rural
superintendents in addressing a complex and multi-faceted issue such as increasing
English learner achievement.
The Delphi study method uses a series of structured surveys distributed to
participants using multiple rounds. Each iteration of the survey integrates controlled
experts’ feedback and opinions designed to develop a consensus (Hsu & Sandford, 2007;
Lu et al., 2020). The multiple rounds in the Delphi process allow the participants to
revisit and refine their ideas based on their evaluation of explanations and feedback from
other participants in the study (Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Skulmoski et al., 2007; Yousuf,
2007). The Delphi method yields both quantitative and qualitative data.
Population
A population, according to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), is “[a] group of
individuals or events from which a sample is drawn and to which results can be
generalized” (p. 489). The population for this study is superintendents in California
public schools. In California, there are 1,037 school districts (CDE, 2021f). Each
school district has a superintendent who functions as the organization’s chief executive
officer responsible for general supervision of the district and provides leadership for the
continuous development of all facets of district operations.
Sampling Frame
The sampling frame for a research study is the collective group for which the
study's data and findings can be generalized (Taherdoost, 2016). The sampling frame for
a study is the whole group of individuals chosen from the overall population for which
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the study data will be used to draw conclusions (Creswell, 2012). According to
McMillan and Schumacher (2010), the findings from the sampling frame are meant to be
generalized to the entire population. The sampling frame for this study is school
superintendents who work in California rural school districts. According to the NCES
(n.d.), in California, there are 329 school districts that are considered rural. Of these 329
rural school districts, 55 of them increased academic achievement for English learners for
two or more consecutive years from 2014-15 to 2016-17.
Sample
The sample for this study is 11 expert rural school district superintendents who
are leading districts that have improved academic achievement for English learners. The
criterion used for the selection of superintendents for this purposeful sampling were:


Rural school district in a city or community rural in character, with a student
population of less than 5,000 students.



Rural school district that has shown academic improvement for two or more
consecutive years as shown by the English Learner Progress Indicator on the
California School Dashboard.

The years of experience as a superintendent varied within the sample. Nine
percent of the sample have worked as a superintendent for 1 year or less; 18% of the
sample have at least two years of experience as a superintendent but less than five
years, and 72% of the sample have five or more years of experience.
The sizes of the school districts that experts in the sample worked in also
showed great variation. Nine percent of the experts lead districts with less than 500
students; 9% of the experts lead districts that have 500 to 1000 students; 18% of
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experts lead districts that have 1,000 to 1,500 students; 27% of experts lead districts
that have 1,500 to 2,000 students; 18% of experts lead districts that have 2,000 to
2,500 students; 9% of the experts lead districts that have 2,500 to 3,000 students, and
9% of the experts lead districts that have 3,000 to 3,500 students.
Lastly, the sample is also regionally diverse and represents seven counties in
California including Mono, Kern, Merced, Stanislaus, San Benito, Riverside, and
Monterey. Nine percent of the sample are from districts in northern California,
63.63% of the sample are from districts in central California, 18% of the sample are
from districts in the central coast and 9% of the sample are from districts in southern
California.
Presentation and Analysis of Data
This segment details the research question, data collection, and analysis. Tables
have been included to display the data collected. The data are presented in the order in
which they were obtained as outlined by the research methodology.
Research Question 1
Research Question 1 asked: What actions have you taken to improve the
academic achievement of English learners?
Round 1
The first open-ended survey question: “What actions have you taken to
improve the academic achievement of English learners?” was emailed individually to
participants by way of Google forms. The following statement was provided to
clarify the definition of “actions”: For the purposes of this study, actions are
identified strategies and activities undertaken to achieve desired outcomes and
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objectives. Participants were asked to list one action per section. However, over half
of the participants added multiple actions per section. The responses to the first
question were compiled using Google forms and then responses were maintained in a
secured cloud-based server.
Eleven expert rural superintendents responded to the question. The responses
were then coded to determine themes and categorized into 32 actions. Table 6 lists the
identified actions by expert leaders to increase outcomes for English learners. The table
lists actions by frequency. Actions with the same frequency were added in random order.
Table 6
Identified Actions to Increase Outcomes for English Learners from Expert Leaders
Description of Identified Action
Purposeful and deliberate use of English learner data for
analysis, goal-setting, and progress monitoring.
Created additional English learner support positions
(classified, certificate, and/or administrative).
Established vertically articulated English language
development professional development.
Provided professional development specific to
designated English language development.
Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery
of integrated English language development instruction.
Implemented site-based coaching support for teachers;
including lesson studies.
Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery
of designated English language development
instruction.
Provided professional development specific to integrated
English language development and designated English
language development.
Established and coordinated English language
development-specific teacher planning time for
language and content learning.
Implemented a language acquisition instructional model
(such as GLAD).

Frequency
6
6
5
5
5
5
5

4

4

3

(continued)
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Description of Identified Action
Increased outreach and communication with English
learner parents; including offering parallel meetings in
multiple languages, celebration events, and interpreting
services.
Increased use of primary language instruction; including L1 classes
and dual language immersion classes.
Embedded English learner needs assessment, strategies, and goals in
school wide targeted literacy intervention model.
Provided targeted English language development before/after-school
student tutoring.
Provided at home access to curriculum, programs, and resources via
one-to-one tech devices.
Established programs and goals for students who are at-risk of
becoming long-term English learners.
Set academic and program goals for specific English learner groups.
Implemented English learner parent education programs such as
Parent University or Parent Institute for Quality Education (PIQE).
Provide reading intervention classes specifically for English
learners.
Created English learner dedicated professional learning
communities.
Created committee to review and prioritize the needs of English
learners.
Adopted and implemented a new English language development
curriculum.
Established leveled language development pathways for English
learners (for example: a pathway for newcomers).
Provided English learners additional academic counseling support.
Implemented a college-career readiness system (such as AVID,
Naviance, etc.).
Adopted English development software.
Hired additional bilingual teachers.
Provided English learners with in-school mentors.
Redesigned master schedule to ensure equity and appropriate
designated English language development placement.
Provided administrators with English language development
professional development to increase their capacity.
Provided English language development professional development
specific for paraprofessionals who work with English learners
Encourage English learners to take advanced placement Spanish
classes and apply for the Seal of Biliteracy

Frequency
3

3
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Note. Total respondents = 11.
Analysis of Round 1. All eleven expert panel members participated in this first
round. The responses were coded and compiled into 32 unique actions. Only two actions
had a frequency of 6. Five actions had a frequency of 5, two actions had a frequency of
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4, 8 actions had a frequency of 3, eight actions had a frequency of 2, and seven actions
had a frequency of 1.
Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked: How do the superintendents whose districts have
shown academic improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard rate the
effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
Round 2
Based upon the round one survey, the 32 actions that expert leaders
recommended for increasing achievement for English learners were placed in a Likert
scale survey. In the Round 2 survey, expert leaders were asked to rank the
effectiveness of each action. The rankings on the Likert scale were assigned a point
value. The Likert response assigned point values were: Very Effective (6); Effective
(5); Slightly Effective (4); Slightly Ineffective (3); Ineffective (2); Very Ineffective (1).
The survey was individually emailed to each participant via Google forms.
Ten expert rural superintendents responded to the Round 2 survey, ranking
each of the 32 actions from the Round 1 survey. Total scores were calculated for
each action. The rankings for the suggested actions to increase achievement for
English learners ranged from total scores from 34 to 55. Table 7 lists each identified
action and total ranking score.
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Table 7
Identified Action and Total Score
Identified Action
Purposeful and deliberate use of English learner data for analysis, goalsetting, and progress monitoring.

Total
Score
55

Implement site-based coaching support for teachers; including lesson studies.

54

Establish vertically articulated English language development professional
development.

53

Implement a language acquisition instructional model (such as GLAD).

51

Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of Integrated English
language development instruction.

50

Embed English learner needs assessment, strategies, and goals in school wide
targeted literacy intervention model.

49

Provide professional development specific to integrated English language
development and designated English language development.

49

Redesign master schedule to ensure equity and appropriate designated
English language development placement.

49

Provide professional development specific to designated English language
development.

48

Establish and coordinate English language development-specific teacher
planning time for language and content learning.

48

Increase use of primary language instruction; including L1 classes and dual
language immersion classes.

46

Create additional English learner support positions (classified, certificate,
and/or administrative)

46

Establish programs and goals for students who are at-risk of becoming longterm English Learners.

46

Provide administrators with English Language development professional
development to increase their capacity.

46

Provide targeted English language development before/after-school student
tutoring.

45

Create English learner dedicated professional learning communities.

45

Adopt and implement a new English language development curriculum.

45

(continued)
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Identified Action
Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of designated
English language development instruction.

Total
Score
44

Establish leveled language development pathways for English learners (for
example: a pathway for newcomers).

44

Implement a college-career readiness system (such as AVID, Naviance, etc.).

44

Provide English language development professional development specific for
paraprofessionals who work with English learners.

44

Increase outreach and communication with English learner parents; including
offering parallel meetings in multiple languages, celebration events, and
interpreting services.

43

Set academic and program goals for specific English learner groups.

43

Provide at home access to curriculum, programs, and resources via one-toone tech devices.

42

Hire additional bilingual teachers.

42

Encourage English learners to take AP Spanish and apply for the Seal of
Biliteracy.

42

Implement English learner parent education programs such as Parent
University or Parent Institute for Quality Education (PIQE).

41

Provide English learners additional academic counseling support.

41

Provide reading intervention classes specifically for English learners.

41

Create committee to review and prioritize needs of English learners.

38

Provide English learners with in-school mentors.

38

Adopt English development software.

34

Note. Total respondents = 10.

Analysis of Round 2. As the final purpose of this study is to identify and describe
the best methods for implementing the five most effective actions to increase outcomes
for English learners, the highest-ranked five actions from Round 2 are reported and
classified in this section.
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The highest-rated action for increasing achievement for English learners was:
Purposeful and deliberate use of English learner data for analysis, goal-setting, and
progress monitoring. This action had a total score of 55.
This action, purposeful and deliberate use of English Learner data for
analysis, goal-setting, and progress monitoring, had five district leaders rate the
action as very effective and five district leaders rated the action as effective (see
Table 8).
Table 8
Purposeful and Deliberate use of English Learner Data for Analysis, Goal-Setting, and
Progress Monitoring
Number of
Respondents
5

Percentage of
Respondents
50%

Effective

5

50%

Slightly Effective

0

0.00%

Slightly Ineffective

0

0.00%

Ineffective

0

0.00%

Very Ineffective

0

0.00%

Response
Very Effective

Note. Total respondents = 10; Total score = 55.

The second highest-rated action for increasing achievement for English
learners separated only by one point from the top spot was: Implement site-based
coaching support for teachers; including lesson studies. This action had a total score
of 54.
This action, implement site-based coaching support for teachers; including
lesson studies, had six district leaders rate the action as very effective, two district
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leaders rated the action as effective, and two district leaders rated the action as
slightly effective (see Table 9).
Table 9
Implement Site-Based Coaching Support for Teachers; Including Lesson Studies
Number of
Respondents

Percentage of
Respondents

Very Effective

6

60%

Effective

2

20%

Slightly Effective

2

20%

Slightly Ineffective

0

0.00%

Ineffective

0

0.00%

Response

Very Ineffective
0
Note. Total respondents = 10; Total score = 54.

0.00%

Also separated by just one point between second and third place, the third
highest-rated action for increasing achievement for English learners was: Establish
vertically articulated English language development professional development. This
action had a total score of 53.
This action, establish vertically articulated ELD professional development, had
three district leaders rate the action as very effective and seven district leaders rated
the action as effective (see Table 10).
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Table 10
Establish Vertically Articulated English Language Development Professional
Development
Number of
Respondents

Percentage of
Respondents

Very Effective

3

30%

Effective

7

70%

Slightly Effective

0

0.00%

Slightly Ineffective

0

0.00%

Ineffective

0

0.00%

Response

Very Ineffective
0
Note. Total respondents = 10; Total score = 53.

0.00%

Two points separate the third highest-rated action and the fourth-place action.
The fourth highest-rated action for increasing achievement for English learners was:
Implement a language acquisition instructional model (such as GLAD). This action
had a total score of 51.
This action, implement a Language Acquisition Instructional Model (such as
GLAD), had six district leaders rate the action as very effective, two district leaders
rated the action as effective, one district leader rated the action as slightly effective,
and one district leader rated this action as very ineffective (see Table 11).
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Table 11
Implement a Language Acquisition Instructional Model
Number of
Respondents

Percentage of
Respondents

Very Effective

6

60%

Effective

2

20%

Slightly Effective

1

10%

Slightly Ineffective

0

0.00%

Ineffective

0

0.00%

Response

Very Ineffective
1
Note. Total respondents = 10; Total score = 51.

10%

The fifth highest rated action by rural superintendents was: Set explicit and
specific expectations regarding delivery of integrated English language development
instruction. This action had a total score of 50.
This action, set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of
integrated ELD instruction had one district leaders rate the action as very effective,
eight district leaders rated the action as effective, and one district leader rated the
action as slightly effective (see Table 12).
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Table 12
Set Explicit and Specific Expectations Regarding Delivery of Integrated English
Language Development Instruction
Number of
Respondents

Percentage of
Respondents

Very Effective

1

10%

Effective

8

80%

Slightly Effective

1

10%

Slightly Ineffective

0

0.00%

Ineffective

0

0.00%

Response

Very Ineffective
0
Note. Total respondents = 10; Total score = 50.

0.00%

Research Question 3
Research Question 3 asked: How do the superintendents whose districts have
shown academic improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard describe
the best methods of implementing the five most effective actions identified in Research
Question 2?
Round 3
The top highest-rated actions as determined by total scores in the second survey
were shared in the third and last survey round. The top five actions were rated and scored
by means of a Likert scale. The five highest actions for increasing achievement for
English learners as determined by district leaders are:


Purposeful and deliberate use of English learner data for analysis, goal-setting,
and progress monitoring.



Implement site-based coaching support for teachers; including lesson studies.



Establish vertically articulated ELD professional development.
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Implement a language acquisition instructional model (such as GLAD).



Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of integrated ELD
instruction.

In the last survey, district leaders were asked to answer five open-ended
questions. After each of the identified actions, district experts were asked to describe the
best methods of implementing and supporting the action. Ten expert rural
superintendents responded to the Round 3 survey.
Analysis of Round 3 Action 1: Purposeful and Deliberate use of English
Learner Data for Analysis, Goal-Setting, and Progress Monitoring. This was
the highest-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for English learners from the
Round 2 survey. District experts were asked to describe the best methods of
implementing and supporting this action. The recommendations from district experts
were collected and coded to reveal the following list of the top five methods to
implement and support Action 1:


Use data review and analysis to monitor/adjust instruction and interventions
for English learners.



English learner data review and analysis occur on a routine and regular basis.



English learner data review and analysis are used to set and monitor goals for
English learners.



Data review and analysis include disaggregated English learner data.



District leadership reviews and analyzes English learner data.

As seen in Table 13, seven district experts were in very strong agreement and
considered the practice of using data review and analysis to monitor/adjust instruction
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and interventions for English learners as one of the best methods for implementing and
supporting this action. Five district experts suggested having English learner data review
and analysis occur on a regular and routine basis as the best method for implementing
this action. Four experts recommended the use of English learner data review and
analysis to set and monitor goals for English learners. Additionally, two methods were
tied for fourth place with three district experts recommending each. Three district experts
recommended ensuring that the data review and analysis included disaggregated English
learner data and the other three district experts suggested that district leadership review
and analyze English learner data as well. All other recommended methods for
implementation and support were recommended by one district expert.
Table 13
Action 1 Theme: Purposeful and Deliberate use of English Learner Data for Analysis,
Goal-Setting, and Progress Monitoring
Themes Associated with Best Methods of Implementing Action 1
Use data review and analysis to monitor/adjust instruction and
interventions for English learners

Frequency
7

English learner data review and analysis occur on a routine and
regular basis

5

English learner data review and analysis are used to set and
monitor goals for English learners.

4

Data review and analysis include disaggregated English learner
data.

3

District leadership reviews and analyzes English learner data.
Note. Total respondents = 10.

3
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Analysis of Round 3 Action 2: Implement Site-Based Coaching Support for
Teachers; Including Lesson Studies. This was the second highest-rated action
for increasing academic outcomes for English Learners from the Round 2 survey.
District experts were asked to describe the best methods of implementing and supporting
this action. The recommendations from district experts were collected and coded to
reveal the following list of the top four methods to implement and support Action 2:


Hire site-based highly quality instructional coaches with a strong and clear
understanding of ELD.



Instructional coaches provide demonstration lessons to teachers.



Instructional coaches observe teachers and provide feedback.



Allow for teacher-to-teacher peer observations and coaching.

As seen in Table 14, eight District experts were in very strong agreement and
considered hiring site-based high-quality instructional coaches with a strong and clear
understanding of ELD as one of the best methods for implementing and supporting this
action. In a close second place, six district experts recommended that instructional
coaches provide demonstration lessons to teachers as the best method for implementing
this action. Five district experts recommended that instructional coaches observe
teachers and provide feedback as the best method to support this action. Lastly, four
district experts recommended allowing for teacher-to-teacher peer observations and
coaching. Other recommended methods for implementation and support of this action
include three recommendations supported by three experts, seven recommendations
supported by two experts, and the rest of the recommendations were supported only by
one expert.
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Table 14
Action 2 Theme: Implement Site-Based Coaching Support for teachers; Including Lesson
Studies
Themes Associated with Best Methods of Implementing Action 2
Hire site-based high-quality instructional coaches with a strong
and clear understanding of English language development.

Frequency
8

Instructional coaches provide demonstration lessons to teachers.

6

Instructional coaches observe teachers and provide feedback.

5

Allow for teacher-to-teacher peer observations and coaching.
Note. Total respondents = 10.

4

Analysis of Round 3 Action 3: Establish Vertically Articulated English
Language Development Professional Development. This was the third highestrated action for increasing academic outcomes for English learners from the Round 2
survey. District experts were asked to describe the best methods of implementing and
supporting this action. The recommendations from district experts were collected and
coded to reveal the following list of the top five methods to implement and support
Action 3:


Establish grade-level team articulation teams.



Establish multi-grade-level vertical articulation teams.



Articulation teams should focus on English learner academic progress.



Articulation teams should focus on the construction or facilitation of
professional development.



Articulation teams should focus on ELD instruction and strategies.

As seen in Table 15, five District experts agreed on the top two recommendations
to implement and support this action. Five experts suggested establishing grade-level
team articulation teams to implement and support this action. The other five district
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experts proposed establishing multi-grade-level vertical articulation teams to implement
and support this action. There was a three-way tie for second place, with four district
experts recommending three different methods of implementing this action. Four district
experts recommended that articulation teams should focus on English learner academic
progress as a mechanism to implement this action. While four other district experts
recommended that articulation teams should focus on the construction or facilitation of
professional development. In addition, four district experts suggested that articulation
teams should focus on ELD instruction and strategies as the best method to support this
action. All other recommended methods for implementation and support were
recommended by one district expert.
Table 15
Action 3 Theme: Establish Vertically Articulated English Language Development
Professional Development
Themes Associated with Best Methods of Implementing Action 3
Establish grade-level team articulation teams.

Frequency
5

Establish multi-grade-level vertical articulation teams.

5

Articulation teams should focus on English learner academic
progress.

4

Articulation teams should focus on the construction or facilitation
of professional development.

4

Articulation teams should focus on English language development
instruction and strategies.
Note. Total respondents = 10.

4

Analysis of Round 3 Action 4: Implement a Language Acquisition
Instructional Model (such as GLAD). This was the fourth highest-rated action
for increasing academic outcomes for English learners from the Round 2 survey. District
experts were asked to describe the best methods of implementing and supporting this
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action. The recommendations from district experts were collected and coded to reveal
the following list of the top five methods to implement and support Action 4:


Teachers must apply instructional model strategies with fidelity.



Full training is essential.



Teacher implementation and understanding are key.



Ensure instructional coaches use the instructional model strategies in their
work supporting teachers.



Establishing an instructional model framework helps create clear and
consistent expectations for students.

As viewed in Table 16, four district experts agreed on the top two
recommendations to implement and support this action. Four experts suggested that the
best method for implementing a language acquisition instructional model is for teachers
to apply instructional model strategies with fidelity. The other four district experts
proposed full training as an essential component to implement and support this action.
There was a three-way tie for second place, with three district experts recommending
three different methods of implementing this action. Three district experts viewed
teacher implementation and understanding as a key as mechanism to implement this
action. Three other district experts recommended that districts ensure instructional
coaches use the instructional model strategies in their work supporting teachers. The last
three district experts suggested that establishing an instructional model framework would
help create clear and consistent expectations for students. All other recommended
methods for implementation and support were recommended by two or one district
experts.
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Table 16
Action 4 Theme: Implement a Language Acquisition Instructional Model
Themes Associated with Best Methods of Implementing Action 4
Teachers must apply instructional model strategies with fidelity.

Frequency
4

Full training is essential.

4

Teacher implementation and understanding are key.

3

Ensure instructional coaches use the instructional model strategies
in their work supporting teachers.

3

Establishing an instructional model framework helps create clear
and consistent expectations for students.
Note. Total respondents = 10.

3

Analysis of Round 3 Action 5. Set explicit and specific expectations regarding
delivery of integrated ELD instruction.
This was the fifth highest-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for
English Learners from the Round 2 survey. District experts were asked to describe the
best methods of implementing and supporting this action. The recommendations from
district experts were collected and coded to reveal the following list of the top four
methods to implement and support Action 5:


English learner data is collected, reviewed by staff, and used for progress
monitoring.



Use observation tools to provide feedback to teachers.



Develop a system to set explicit expectations regarding the instruction of
English learners.



The principal should: (a) monitor ELD instruction, (b) monitor the progress of
English learners, (c) implement expectations regarding instruction, (d)
monitor growth, (e) provide feedback to staff.
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As displayed in Table 17, six district experts agreed on the top recommendation to
implement and support this action. Six experts suggested the best method for setting
explicit and specific expectations regarding the delivery of integrated ELD instruction is
for English learner data to be collected, reviewed by staff, and used for progress
monitoring. Five district experts proposed the use of observation tools to provide
feedback to teachers as essential to implement and support this action. There was a twoway tie for third place, with four district experts recommending two different methods of
implementing this action. Four district experts viewed developing a system to set explicit
expectations regarding the instruction of English learners as the best way to implement
this action. The other four district experts recommended assigning the principal to
monitor ELD instruction, monitor the progress of English learners, implement
expectations regarding instruction, monitor growth, and provide feedback to staff. Other
recommended methods for implementation and support of this action include three
recommendations supported by three experts, three recommendations supported by two
experts, and the rest of the recommendations were supported only by one expert.
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Table 17
Action 5 Theme: Set Explicit and Specific Expectations Regarding Delivery of Integrated
English Language Development Instruction
Themes Associated with Best Methods of Implementing Action 5
English learner data is collected, reviewed by staff, and used for
progress monitoring.

Frequency
6

Use observation tools to provide feedback to teachers.

5

Develop a system to set explicit expectations regarding the
instruction of English learners.

4

The principal should: (a) monitor ELD instruction, (b) monitor the
progress of English learners, (c) implement expectations regarding
instruction, (d) monitor growth, and (e) provide feedback to staff.
Note. Total respondents = 10.

4

Summary
Chapter IV outlined and described the qualitative and quantitative data and
analysis of this classical Delphi study. The purpose of this Delphi study was to have
rural superintendents, whose districts have shown academic improvement as measured
by the California School Dashboard, identify the actions they have taken to improve
academic achievement for English learners, to rate the effectiveness of the identified
actions, and to describe the best methods for implementing the five most effective
actions identified from the ratings.
The following research questions were developed to guide the study:
1. What actions do rural superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard identify that
they have taken to improve the academic achievement of English learners?
2. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard rate the
effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
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3. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard describe the
best methods of implementing the five most effective actions identified in
Research Question 2?
In Round 1, in an open-ended survey, 11 expert rural school district
superintendents provided actions that they have taken to improve the academic
achievement of English learners. The responses by the district experts were coded and
categorized into 32 actions. All 32 actions were moved forward to Round 2. In Round 2,
10 district experts responded to a Likert scale survey. In the survey, these experts were
asked to rank the effectiveness of each action. A total point score was calculated for each
action in order to construct a ranking. The five top-rated actions were moved forward to
Round 3. In Round 3, the district experts were asked to describe the best methods of
implementing the five most effective actions. The responses from the 10 district experts
were analyzed, charted, and coded to determine themes for each of the five top-rated
actions. In all, 23 methods were described and recommended to support the five most
effective actions.
The purpose of Chapter IV was to present relevant and pertinent information
regarding the data collected in this study. This chapter also provided an analysis of the
data which were collected during three rounds of surveys. Chapter V will present the
study’s findings, conclusions, and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Chapter V provides a review of this Delphi study’s purpose statement, research
questions, methodology and includes the study’s population and sample. Furthermore,
Chapter V provides the study’s findings, conclusions, implications for action, and
recommendations for future research. Concluding remarks and reflections on this study
conclude this chapter.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this Delphi study was to have rural superintendents, whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard, identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for
English learners, to rate the effectiveness of the identified actions, and to describe the
best methods for implementing the five most effective actions identified from the ratings.
Research Questions
The following research questions were developed to guide the study:
Round 1
1. What actions do rural superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard identify that
they have taken to improve the academic achievement of English learners?
Round 2
2. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard rate the
effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
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Round 3
3. How do the superintendents whose districts have shown academic
improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard describe the
best methods of implementing the five most effective actions identified in
Research Question 2?
Research Methodology
The methodology used for this study was a classical Delphi methodology. This
methodology was selected in order to gather data from expert rural school district
superintendents as to the best methods of implementing the five most effective actions to
increase the academic improvement of English learners. The Delphi method was selected
for this study because it allows experts on a specific subject to compare opinions on an
issue (Sandford & Hsu, 2007). Since the purpose of the study was to find consensus
among rural school district superintendents as to the best methods of implementing the
five most effective actions to increase the academic improvement of English learners, it
was determined the Delphi method would be the most suitable method for this study.
In this study, quantitative and qualitative data were collected through three rounds
of surveys. The study’s iterative and multiple-round process allows the participants to
reassess their opinions and then adjust statements based on their evaluation and
assessment of responses from other members (Sandford & Hsu, 2007; Yousuf, 2007).
District rural school superintendents participated in three rounds of surveys over the
course of eight weeks.
Round 1 survey presented the district experts with an open-ended question.
Participants were asked to list the actions they have taken to improve the academic
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achievement of English learners. The qualitative data from the Round 1 survey was
reviewed and coded to determine the actions rural district superintendents have taken to
increase outcomes for English learners. The actions identified from Round 1 were then
placed on a Likert scale for the Round 2 survey. In the Round 2 survey, district experts
were asked to rate the effectiveness of each action. The rankings on the Likert scale
were: Very effective (6); Effective (5); Slightly effective (4); Slightly ineffective (3);
Ineffective (2); and Very ineffective (1). The total score for each action was calculated
and quantitative results from the Round 2 survey were used to identify the five top-rated
actions. The five top-rated actions were used in the Round 3 survey. In this final survey,
district experts were asked to respond to an open-ended question and describe the best
methods for implanting and supporting each of the five top-rated actions.
Population
The population for this study is superintendents in California public schools. In
California, there are 1,037 school districts (CDE, 2021f). Each school district has a
superintendent who functions as the organization’s chief executive officer responsible for
general supervision of the district and provides leadership for the continuous
development of all facets of district operations.
Sampling Frame
The sampling frame for a study is the whole group of individuals chosen from the
overall population for which the study data will be used to draw conclusions (Creswell,
2012). The sampling frame for this study is school superintendents who work in
California rural school districts. According to the NCES, in California, there are 329
school districts that are considered rural (NCES, n.d.). Of these 329 rural school districts,
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55 of them increased academic achievement for English learners for two or more
consecutive years from 2014-15 to 2016-17.
Sample
The sample for this study is 11 expert rural school district superintendents who
are leading districts that have improved academic achievement for English learners. The
criterion used for the selection of superintendents for this purposeful sampling were:


Rural school district in a city or community rural in character, with a student
population of less than 5,000 students.



Rural school district that has shown academic improvement for two or more
consecutive years as shown by the English Learner Progress Indicator on the
California School Dashboard.

The years of experience as a rural superintendent varied within the sample.
Nine percent of the sample have worked as a superintendent for one year or less; 18%
of the sample have at least two years of experience as a superintendent but less than
five years, and 72% of the sample have five or more years of experience.
The sizes of the school districts that experts in the sample worked in also
showed great variation. Nine percent of the experts lead districts with less than 500
students; 9% of the experts lead districts that have 500 to 1000 students; 18% of
experts lead districts that have 1,000 to 1,500 students; 27% of experts lead districts
that have 1,500 to 2,000 students; 18% of experts lead districts that have 2,000 to
2,500 students; 9% of the experts lead districts that have 2,500 to 3,000 students, and
9% of the experts lead districts that have 3,000 to 3,500 students.
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Lastly, the sample is also regionally diverse and represents seven counties in
California including Mono, Kern, Merced, Stanislaus, San Benito, Riverside, and
Monterey. Nine percent of the sample are from districts in northern California,
63.63% of the sample are from districts in central California, 18% of the sample are
from districts in the central coast and 9% of the sample are from districts in southern
California. Eleven rural district superintendents participated in the Round 1 survey.
In the Round 2 and Round 3 surveys, the same 10 rural superintendents completed
both rounds of surveys.
Major Findings
Research Question 1
The first question of this Delphi study was: What actions do rural superintendents
whose districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard identify that they have taken to improve the academic achievement of English
learners?
Round 1
The major finding related to this first round was the 32 actions rural
superintendents identified to improve the achievement of English learners. The 32
actions are summarized in Table 18, and placed in order with the highest frequency listed
first.
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Table 18
Research Question 1, Round 1 Findings
Actions Needed to Improve the Achievement Gap of English Learners
Purposeful and deliberate use of English learner data for analysis, goal-setting,
and progress monitoring.
Created additional English learner support positions (classified, certificate,
and/or administrative).
Established vertically articulated English language development professional
development.
Provided professional development specific to designated English language
development.
Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of integrated English
language development instruction.
Implemented site-based coaching support for teachers; including lesson studies.
Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of designated English
language development instruction.
Provided professional development specific to integrated English language
development and designated English language development.
Established and coordinated English language development-specific teacher
planning time for language and content learning.
Implemented a Language acquisition instructional model (such as GLAD).
Increased outreach and communication with English learner parents; including
offering parallel meetings in multiple languages, celebration events, and
interpreting services.
Increased use of primary language instruction; including L1 classes and dual
language immersion classes.
Embedded English learner needs assessment, strategies, and goals in schoolwide
targeted literacy intervention model.
Provided targeted English language development before/after-school student
tutoring.
Provided at home access to curriculum, programs, and resources via one-to-one
tech devices.
Established programs and goals for students who are at-risk of becoming longterm English learners.
Set academic and program goals for specific English learner groups.
Implemented English learner parent education programs such as Parent
University or Parent Institute for Quality Education (PIQE).
Provide reading intervention classes specifically for English learners.
Created English learner dedicated professional learning communities.
Created committee to review and prioritize the needs of English learners.
Adopted and implemented a new English language development curriculum.
Established leveled language development pathways for English learners (for
example: A pathway for newcomers).
Provided English learners additional academic counseling support.
Implemented a college-career readiness system (such as AVID, Naviance, etc.).
Adopted English development software.

(continued)
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Actions Needed to Improve the Achievement Gap of English Learners
Hired additional bilingual teachers.
Provided English learners with in-school mentors.
Redesigned master schedule to ensure equity and appropriate designated English
language development placement.
Provided administrators with English language development professional
development to increase their capacity.
Provided English language development professional development specific for
paraprofessionals who work with English learners.
Encourage English learners to take AP Spanish and apply for the Seal of Biliteracy.

Research Question 2
The second question of this Delphi study was: How do the superintendents whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard rate the effectiveness of the actions identified in Research Question 1?
Round 2
In this round, all 32 actions from Round 1, were placed on a 6-point Likert scale
survey. The district experts were asked to rate each action on six levels of effectiveness:
(6) Very Effective; (5) Effective; (4) Slightly Effective; (3) Slightly Ineffective; (2)
Ineffective; and (1) Very Ineffective. The actions were then ranked by a total score. The
maximum score for each action was 60 total points. There were 10 respondents.
The major related finding related to this survey round was the total score
calculation for each identified action from Round 1. Calculating the total score for each
action allowed the researcher to rank the actions from highest to lowest. By this method,
the top five highest-rated actions were identified for use in Round 3. Another major
finding in this round is the substantial consensus on the top-rated action which accrued a
total of 55 points out of a total of 60 points. Additionally, it is important to note that
there is only a one-point difference between the highest rated action and the action in
second place. The same is true between second and third-place actions. There is only a
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five-point difference between the top-rated action and the action in fifth place. Below are
the top five rated actions:
1. Purposeful and deliberate use of English learner data for analysis, goal-setting,
and progress monitoring (55 points).
2. Implement site-based coaching support for teachers; including lesson studies
(54 points).
3. Establish vertically articulated ELD professional development (53 points).
4. Implement a language acquisition instructional model (such as GLAD) (51
points).
5. Set explicit and specific expectations regarding delivery of integrated ELD
instruction (50 points).
Research Question 3
The third and last research question of this study was: How do the superintendents
whose districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard describe the best methods of implementing the five most effective actions
identified in Research Question 2?
Round 3
The major finding in the last round of the study was the descriptions provided by
expert district leaders on implementing the five most effective actions. In all, 23 methods
of implementation and support were described and recommended. There were 10
respondents.
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Action 1: Purposeful and Deliberate use of English Learner Data for
Analysis, Goal-Setting, and Progress Monitoring. Five findings are associated
with Action 1. The findings are ranked in order from the most frequent to the least.
There was substantial consensus among the experts on the top finding: “use data review
and analysis to monitor/adjust instruction and interventions for English learners.” Seven
out of 10 participants agreed with this finding. The second place finding only received
moderate consensus. The expert district leaders’ responses specified the following:


Use data review and analysis to monitor/adjust instruction and interventions
for English learners (7).



English learner data review and analysis occur on a routine and regular basis
(5).



English learner data review and analysis are used to set and monitor goals for
English learners (4).



Data review and analysis include disaggregated English learner data (3).



District leadership reviews and analyzes English learner data (3).

Action 2: Implement Site-Based Coaching Support for Teachers; Including
Lesson Studies. The responses from expert district leaders yielded the following
top four methods of implementing and supporting Action 2. There was substantial
consensus by the experts, 8 out of 10, in delineating that an instructional coach must be
site-based and have a “strong and clear understanding of English language development.”
The second place finding received moderate consensus support. The methods listed
below are in order from most frequent to least frequent:
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Hire site-based highly quality instructional coaches with a strong and clear
understanding of ELD (8).



Instructional coaches provide demonstration lessons to teachers (6).



Instructional coaches observe teachers and provide feedback (5).



Allow for teacher-to-teacher peer observations and coaching (4).

Action 3: Establish Vertically Articulated English Language Development
Professional Development. Expert district leaders provided the following top
five methods of implementing and supporting Action 3. Two methods were tied for first
place and three were tied for second place. The methods listed below are in order from
most frequent to least frequent:


Establish grade-level team articulation teams (5).



Establish multi-grade-level vertical articulation teams (5).



Articulation teams should focus on English learner academic progress (4).



Articulation teams should focus on the construction or facilitation of
professional development (4).



Articulation teams should focus on ELD instruction and strategies (4).

Action 4: Implement a Language Acquisition Instructional Model (such as
GLAD). Expert district leaders recommended the following top five methods for
implementing and supporting Action 4. Two methods were tied for first place and three
were tied for second place. Overall, there was only moderate to minimal consensus on
these methods. The methods listed below are in order from most frequent to least
frequent:
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Teachers must apply instructional model strategies with fidelity (4).



Full training is essential (4).



Teacher implementation and understanding are key (3).



Ensure instructional coaches use the instructional model strategies in their
work supporting teachers (3).



Establishing an instructional model framework helps create clear and
consistent expectations for students (3).

Action 5: Set Explicit and Specific Expectations Regarding Delivery of
Integrated English Language Development Instruction. Expert district leaders
provided the following top four methods for implementing and supporting Action 5. The
top four methods received moderate consensus. Two methods were tied for first place
and three were tied for second place. The methods listed below are in order from most
frequent to least frequent:


English learner data is collected, reviewed by staff, and used for progress
monitoring (6).



Use observation tools to provide feedback to teachers (5).



Develop a system to set explicit expectations regarding the instruction of
English learners (4).



The principal should monitor ELD instruction, monitor the progress of
English learners; implement expectations regarding instruction; monitor
growth; provide feedback to staff (4).
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Unexpected Findings
There were two unexpected findings associated with this Delphi study. First, the
data from Round 3 Action 3 (Establish vertically articulated English language
development professional development) showed only moderate consensus across the
board. This is of particular interest because in the Round 2 survey this action was ranked
in third place on the Likert scale with a score of 53 out of 60 total points. In Round 3,
this action’s highest frequency score was 5. While implementation methods were
recommended by the members, the data did not show any substantial agreement on
implementation methods.
The second unexpected finding is related to Round 3 Action 4 (Implement a
language acquisition instructional model such as GLAD). In the Round 2 Likert survey,
this action received a score of 51 out of 60 total points. This rated it as a top action and
moved it forward to Round 3. The data from Round 3 for this action yielded moderate to
minimal consensus. The highest frequency score was 4.
Conclusions
The purpose of this Delphi study was to have rural superintendents, whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School
Dashboard, identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for
English learners, to rate the effectiveness of the identified actions, and to describe the
best methods for implementing the five most effective actions identified from the ratings.
Based on the findings of this study, it is concluded that to effectively improve academic
achievement for English learners districts must employ a variety of actions
synchronously.
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After reviewing the study’s findings, two conclusions were clearly identified.
The first conclusion is the importance of establishing a culture of data discovery and
data-driven instruction in order to improve academic outcomes for English learners.
Expert leaders had substantial consensus that districts need a data review process
implemented in a consistent manner for effective goal-setting, tracking achievement of
specific goals and actions, and informing instructional decision-making. Clear routines
and protocols for analyzing data should be created and used to ensure clarity throughout
the district on what specific terms mean, and the expectations and frequency of analyzing
data within a learning cycle. Rural school superintendents affirmed the best practice of
creating a culture of high expectations for all students which includes frequent data
analysis of English learners to ensure their academic progress.
The second conclusion from this study is the need for rural districts to prioritize
the hiring of instructional coaches to support English learner programs and teacher
professional development. Rural superintendents substantially agreed on the need to hire
site-based high-quality instructional coaches with a strong and clear understanding of
ELD. High-quality instructional coaches with expertise in ELD help implement ELD
standards, model and provide feedback on English learner-specific instructional
strategies, ensure the fidelity of implementation of both designated and integrated English
language development programs, help monitor English learner progress, build staff
capacity, and provide on-going professional development for staff, teachers and
administrators.
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Implications for Action
Rural school districts in California are increasingly diverse. Current data
demonstrate that rural school districts continue to face a prolonged and continuing
achievement gap that disproportionately affects English learners.
According to the CDE, in 2019 only 48.3% of English learners were making
progress towards English language proficiency. In the area of English arts and math
achievement, as measured by the 2019 Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium state
test, the results showed a wide gap. Only 12.86% of English learners met or exceeded
standards on the English arts assessment in comparison to 56.45% non-English learners.
In mathematics, only 12.43% of English learners met or exceed standards; while 44.37%
of non-English learners met or exceed standards.
This Delphi study collected data from expert rural school superintendents from
school districts with a student population of fewer than 5,000 students that have shown
academic improvement for two or more consecutive years as shown by the English
Learner Progress Indicator on the California School Dashboard.
The findings from this study show that rural district experts recommend a variety
of actions to improve the academic achievement of English learners. Based on these
findings, the implications for actions include:


School districts need to create data-informed cultures where English learner
data is reviewed and analyzed on a consistent and routine basis.



English learner data should be used to create goals, and monitor and adjust
instruction and interventions specifically for English learners.
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To improve instruction for English learners and support teachers, districts
should hire site-based high-quality instructional coaches who have a strong
and clear understanding of ELD.



Instructional coaches must provide essential functions including providing
demonstration lessons to teachers, observing teachers, and providing relevant
and timely feedback.



To establish vertically articulated ELD professional development, districts
should create grade-level team articulation teams and multi-grade-level
vertical articulation teams.



To set explicit and specific expectations regarding integrated ELD instruction,
districts should use observation tools to provide feedback to teachers.



English learner data should be reviewed by staff, and used on a consistent and
routine basis for progress monitoring and goal-setting.
Recommendations for Further Research

Based on the review of the literature and the findings from this study, continuing
research is needed to provide more understanding of how to best improve academic
outcomes for English learners. The following recommendations are made for further
research:


Replicate this study in California and narrow the sample to either rural unified
school districts or elementary school districts to determine if the conclusions
change based on the grade levels districts serve. This study was open to all
three district types unified, elementary, and high school districts.
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Replicate this study in a different state using expert rural district
superintendents in their respective states. This study was limited to California
rural superintendents.



Conduct a case study on a rural school district that had a significant English
learner achievement gap, and was able to significantly improve academic
outcomes for English learners. This study would be especially poignant given
the COVID school closures districts experienced.



Conduct a study on the impact of rural superintendent turnover on English
learner achievement. Research indicates that rural school districts face a
higher rate of superintendent turnover than other districts.



Conduct a longitudinal study of rural school districts that are receiving
intensive interventions from the CDE to increase the achievement of English
learners.



A case study that looks at the focus and culture within districts that
demonstrate increased achievement.



A replication of this study that results from districts that did well on the ELPI
to the results of this current study.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections

Historically, there has been an unreliable impact on achievement for underserved
students. According to the Public Policy Institute of California, approximately 23% of
English learners attend rural schools (as cited in Hill, 2012). The most recent data
demonstrate that rural school districts continue to face a continued achievement gap that
disproportionately affects English learners. English learner achievement is a challenge
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with real and tangible consequences for both the individual learner and our society as a
whole.
Nevertheless, superintendents can set the tone for educational equity in their
districts (Sherman & Grogan, 2003). Rural school district superintendents are often the
lead and the person primarily responsible for addressing student achievement, equity, and
closing the achievement gap. As a former rural school district superintendent, I
understand the unique challenges and the position afforded to rural superintendents to be
able to lead change that is integral and lasting for improving academic outcomes for all
students.
Carol Ann Tomlinson, who teaches at the University of Virginia's Curry School
of Education, has a quote that resonates with me: “If I were an English language
learner, I’d want to be in a class where the teacher put himself in my shoes, imagined the
challenges I faced, and did something concrete to help me find my way.” As educational
leaders, we have a moral obligation to ensure that every student, regardless of skin color,
zip code, or language proficiency level has every opportunity to achieve academic
success and reach her full potential.
California’s English learners mirror the rich diverse tapestry of our state. By
advancing this body of research on rural school superintendents and their impact on
improving the achievement of English learners, my hope is that this research will help
school districts to initiate, develop and sustain practices that will support the academic
achievement of all students and close the achievement gap for English learners.
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APPENDIX D
Invitation to Participate
STUDY: A Delphi Study on effective actions and best implementation methods for increasing
outcomes for English Learners.
March___, 2022
Dear Esteemed Colleague,
You are invited to participate in a research study to investigate and understand the most effective
way of implementing actions to increase outcomes for English Learners. The main investigator
of this study is Diana Jiménez, a Doctoral Candidate at the University of Massachusetts Global,
Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to participate in
this study because of your expertise as a superintendent where English learners have experienced
two or more consecutive years of English language proficiency growth.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this Delphi study is to have rural superintendents whose districts
have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard identify the
actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for English learners, to rate the
effectiveness of the identified actions, and to describe the best methods for implementing the five
most effective actions identified from the ratings.
PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in this study, you will partake in three rounds of
electronic surveys via Google form, with each survey taking approximately 15 minutes to
complete. Round 1 survey will contain an open-ended question. Round 2 survey will utilize a
Likert scale survey where participants will rate the recommended actions that were identified
from the first-round survey. Round 3 survey will contain an open-ended question for each of the
top five actions identified as the most effective from Round 2.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: This study involves no more than
minimal risk. There are no known harms or discomforts associated with this study beyond those
encountered in everyday life. The survey will be completed anonymously, and the researchers
will not know your identity.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation, however,
your input and feedback could help add to the research regarding factors, methods, and actions
to increase academic outcomes for English Learners. Additionally, the findings and
recommendations from this study will be made available to all participants.
ANONYMITY: All surveys and research data collected will be stored securely and
confidentially on a password-protected server. Records of information that you provide for
the research study, and any personal information you provide, will not be linked in any way.
It will not be possible to identify you as the person who provided any specific information for
the study. Because you will complete the survey anonymously, your name or other
identifying information will not be used in reports or publications. Only the research team
may have access to study records to protect participants’ safety and welfare.
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If you have any questions, comments, or concerns regarding this study at any time, please feel
free to contact me at [redacted] or by email at [redacted]. You may also contact the study’s
Dissertation Chairperson, Dr. Phil Pendley by email at ppendley@umassglobal.edu. If you
have any further questions or concerns about your rights as a study participant, please contact
UMass Global’s Office of Institutional Research, UMass Global, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road,
Irvine, CA 92618. BUIRB@umassglobal.edu.
Respectfully,
Diana Jiménez
Doctoral Candidate, University of Massachusetts Global
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APPENDIX E
Informed Consent and Confidentiality

RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: A Delphi Study on effective actions and best implementation
methods for increasing outcomes for English learners.
UMASS GLOBAL
16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD
IRVINE, CA 92618
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Diana Jiménez, Doctoral Candidate
TITLE OF CONSENT FORM: Consent to Participate in Research
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This study is being conducted for a dissertation for the Doctor of
Education in Organizational Leadership program at the University of Massachusetts Global
(UMass Global). The purpose of this Delphi study is to have rural superintendents, whose
districts have shown academic improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard,
identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for English Learners.
These school district experts will also rate the effectiveness of the identified actions, and describe
the best methods for implementing the five most effective actions identified from the ratings.
PROCEDURES: In participating in this research study, I agree to either partake in three rounds
of electronic surveys via Google form. Round 1 survey will contain open-ended questions.
Round 2 survey will utilize a Likert scale survey where participants will rate the recommended
actions from the first-round survey. Round 3 survey will contain an open-ended question for each
of the top five actions identified as the most effective from Round 2.
I understand that:
a) No known major risks or discomforts are associated with this research.
b) I will not be compensated for my participation in this study, however, my input and
feedback could help add to the research regarding factors, methods, and actions to
increase academic outcomes for English learners. Additionally, the findings and
recommendations from this study will be made available to all participants.
c) Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered by
Diana Jiménez, UMass Global Doctoral Candidate. I understand that Mrs. Jiménez may
be contacted by phone at [redacted] or by email at [redacted]. The dissertation
chairperson may also answer questions: Dr. Phil Pendley at pendley@umassglobal.edu.
d) I understand that I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any time
without any negative consequences. I also understand that the investigator may stop the
study at any time.
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e) The study will utilize electronic surveys. All surveys and research data collected will
be stored securely and confidentially on a password-protected server.
f) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent, and
that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the
study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be informed, and my consent
re- obtained. If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the
informed consent process, I may contact: UMass Global’s Office of Institutional
Research, UMass Global, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618,
BUIRB@umassglobal.edu.

I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the Research Participant’s Bill of
Rights.
I have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the procedure(s)
set forth.

Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Signature of Principal Investigator

Date

Date
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APPENDIX F
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights

UMASS GLOBAL INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment, or who is
requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures, drugs or
devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may happen to
him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the benefits
might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse than being
in the study.
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to be
involved and during the course of the study.
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any adverse
effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to be in the
study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the researchers to
answer them. You also may contact the UMASS GLOBAL Institutional Review Board, which is
concerned with the protection of volunteers in research projects. The UMass Global Institutional
Review Board may be contacted either by telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949)
341-9937 or by writing to the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, UMASS GLOBAL, 16355
Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA, 92618.
UMass Global IRB

Adopted

2021

149

APPENDIX G
Survey Instrument
Survey Administered Through Google Forms
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: A Delphi Study on effective actions and best implementation
methods for increasing outcomes for English Learners.
Lead Researcher: Diana Jiménez, Doctoral Candidate
UMass Global, Department of Education
Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Philip Pendley
UMass Global, Department of Education
Phone: 951-712-2065
Email: pendley@umassglobal.edu
●

You are invited to participate in a research study to identify the actions rural school
superintendents have taken to improve academic achievement for English Learners.
Additionally, as a district expert, you will be asked to rate the effectiveness of identified
actions, and describe the best methods for implementing the five most effective actions
identified from the ratings. The main investigator for this study is Diana Jiménez
Doctoral Candidate at the University of Massachusetts, Global (UMass Global) Doctor
of Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were selected to participate in
this study because of your expertise and experience as a rural school superintendent.

●

For this study, rural school districts that have shown academic improvement for two or
more consecutive years as shown by the English Learner Progress Indicator on the
California School Dashboard were targeted. Participation should require approximately
45 minutes in total, which will be broken up into three 15 minute segments spread over
three weeks. Participation in this study is voluntary. You may discontinue your
involvement in this study at any time without any consequences.

●

The purpose of this Delphi study is to have rural superintendents, whose districts have
shown academic improvement as measured by the California School Dashboard,
identify the actions they have taken to improve academic achievement for English
Learners. These school district experts will also rate the effectiveness of the identified
actions, and describe the best methods for implementing the five most effective actions
identified from the ratings.

●

If you decide to participate in this study, you will receive three rounds of
electronic surveys via Google form, with each survey taking approximately 15
minutes to complete. Round 1 survey will contain an open-ended question.
Round 2 survey will utilize a Likert scale survey where participants will rate the
recommended actions that were identified from the first-round survey. Round 3
survey will contain an open-ended question for each of the top five actions
identified as the most effective from Round 2.
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●

This study involves no more than minimal risk. There are no known harms or
discomforts associated with this study beyond those encountered in normal daily life.
There is no cost to you for participating, and you will not be compensated in any way
for your participation. The survey will be completed anonymously, and the researchers
will not know your identity.

●

Your participation in this study does not yield any direct benefits to you. However,
analysis of the data generated from your participation in this study is intended to
provide current information on the factors, methods, and actions to increase
academic outcomes for English Learners who attend rural school districts.

●

All surveys and research data collected will be stored securely and confidentially on
a password-protected server. Records of information that you provide for the
research study, and any personal information you provide, will not be linked in any
way. It will not be possible to identify you as the person who provided any specific
information for the study. Because you will complete the survey anonymously, your
name or other identifying information will not be used in reports or publications.
Only the research team may have access to study records to protect participants’
safety and welfare.

●

If you have any questions, comments, or concerns regarding this study, you may
contact me at [redacted] or by email at [redacted]. You can also contact the study’s
Dissertation Chairperson, Dr. Phil Pendley, by email at pendley@umassglobal.edu.
If you have any further questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject,
please contact UMass Global’s Office of Institutional Research, UMass Global,
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618. BUIRB@umassglobal.edu.

Do you agree to participate in this study? ( ) Yes ( ) No

Experience / Demographic Information
1. Are you currently a rural superintendent?
a. ( ) Yes

( ) No

2. Please indicate your years of experience as a rural superintendent:
a.
b.
c.
d.

( ) Less than one year
( ) At least one year, but less than two years
( ) At least two years, but less than five years
( ) Five years or more

3. Please indicate the size of your school district.
a. ( ) under 500 students
b. ( ) 500 to 1000 students
c. ( ) 1,000 to 1,500 students
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d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.

( ) 1,500 to 2,000 students
( ) 2,000 to 2,500 students
( ) 2,500 to 3,000 students
( ) 3,000 to 3,500 students
( ) 3,500 to 4,000 students
( ) 4,000 to 4,500 students
( ) 4,500 to 5,000 students

4. Please indicate the county in California where your school district is located.
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APPENDIX H
Survey Instrument Round 1

Survey Instrument Hosted by Google Forms
Survey Instrument Round 1
A Delphi Study on effective actions and best implementation methods for increasing outcomes
for English Learners.
For the purposes of this study, actions are identified strategies and activities undertaken to
achieve desired outcomes and objectives.
The following question is open-ended:
1. What actions have you taken to improve the academic achievement of English Learners?
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APPENDIX I
Proposed Survey Instrument
Survey Instrument Hosted by Google Forms
Survey Instrument Round 2
A Delphi Study on effective actions and best implementation methods for increasing outcomes
for English Learners.
The following is an example survey. The actual questions will be based on the responses
provided by the participants in Round 1.
Based upon the first survey, below are the recommended actions that rural school superintendents
identified to improve academic outcomes for English Learners. In this second survey, you are
asked to rate the effectiveness of each action. Please rate each action on the scale below.
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APPENDIX J
Proposed Survey Instrument

Survey Instrument Hosted by Google Forms
Survey Instrument Round 3
A Delphi Study on effective actions and best implementation methods for increasing outcomes
for English Learners.
The following is an example survey. The actual questions will be based on the
participant’s responses in Round 2.
Based upon the second survey, below are rated actions that rural superintendents defined as
the top five recommended actions to improve academic outcomes for English Learners. In
this third and final survey, you will be asked open-ended questions to describe the best
methods for implementing and supporting the five most effective actions to increase
academic outcomes for English Learners.
The five top-rated actions were rated by a means test using Likert scale responses. The
five top-rated actions are Action 1, Action 2, Action 3, Action 4, and Action 5.
1. Action 1 was a high-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for
English Learners. Please describe the best methods of implementing this
action.
2. Action 2 was a high-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for
English Learners. Please describe the best methods of implementing this
action.
3. Action 3 was a high-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for
English Learners. Please describe the best methods of implementing this
action.
4. Action 4 was a high-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for
English Learners. Please describe the best methods of implementing this
action.
5. Action 5 was a high-rated action for increasing academic outcomes for
English Learners. Please describe the best methods of implementing this
action.
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